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For the Days of Awe  

by Rabbi Jack Riemer 

Now is the time for turning. 

The leaves are beginning to turn from green to red and orange. 

The birds are beginning to turn and are heading once more toward the South. 

The animals are beginning to turn to storing their food for the winter. 

For leaves, birds, and animals turning comes instinctively. 

But for us turning does not come so easily. 

It takes an act of will for us to make a turn. It means breaking with old habits.  

It means admitting that we have been wrong; and this is never easy. 

It means losing face; it means starting all over again; and this is always painful. 

It means saying: I am sorry. 

It means recognizing that we have the ability to change. These things are hard to do. 

But unless we turn will be trapped forever in yesterday's ways. 

God, help us to turn - from callousness to sensitivity, from hostility to love, 

from pettiness to purpose, from envy to contentment, from carelessness to discipline, 

from fear to faith. 

Turn us around, O God, and bring us back to You. 

Revive our lives, as at the beginning. 

And turn us toward each other, God, for in isolation there is no life. 

 

READING from the Rev. William Ellery Channing Rev. David Sammons 

From a sermon delivered Sept. 18, 1814,when an invasion by British forces was considered 

imminent in Boston 

It becomes every person at this solemn moment to reflect on his or her own character and life, to 

inquire what he or she has done to bring down judgments on our country, to confess and 

renounce our sins… We ought to remember that we live under a moral government, which 

regards the character of communities as truly as of individuals. A nation has reason for fear in 

proportion to its guilt… Every people must indeed be influenced in a measure by the general 

state of the world, by the changes and conflicts of other communities. When the ocean is in 

tumult every shore will feel the agitation… 

…We profess a religion which enjoins benevolence towards all (people), even towards our 

personal and national foes. Let not our patriotism be sullied with malignant passions. Whilst we 

defend our shores with courage, let us not cherish hatred towards our invaders. We should not 

open our ear to every idle tale of their outrages, nor heap calumnies on their heads… True 

courage [does not need hatred] to feed and inflame it… The brave are generous…. 



God forbid that our conflicts should add fury to those bad passions and national antipathies 

which have helped to bring this country to its present degraded and endangered condition. …Let 

us not be elated or depressed; but with a firm and equal mind, let us acquit ourselves… in our 

several spheres. 
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It's good to be here this morning. Bless you for inviting me back, David. It's good to see this 

magnificent building, which was still not quite finished when I was here to preach at its 

dedication, now completed so gloriously! And bless every one of you for being here. In these 

trying times it is more important than ever that we come together in worship.  

After all, it has been another hard week. We're trying valiantly to return to the regular rhythms of 

our lives. To smile and laugh again. Yesterday my wife and I went to see Lily Tomlin in the city. 

But one survey this week found that 70% of Americans report that they are still depressed. Half 

of us say we find ourselves distracted. Just this morning, I locked myself out, for example! And a 

third of us report having trouble sleeping.  

When we come together in worship, there are at least four things that we can do better together 

than any of us can do alone, that help us move ahead spiritually. 

First, in the safety of religious community we can acknowledge that we are still grieving. Our 

individual ways of experiencing and processing grief are very personal and varied. But here we 

can acknowledge that there is a sense of loss that we all share in common. Call it our innocence, 

our illusion of being invulnerable as a nation of wealth and power. We can mourn that loss 

together. There is a reason why Rabbi Jesus did not say, "Blessed are those who grieve," but 

"Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted." Mourning is what we do together, 

even as in worship we follow the ancient wisdom to bring the song of praise even into the house 

of mourning. 

Second, we can pray together. Alone, our thoughts and prayers these days can seem like 'sighs 

too deep for words.' In part, this is because terror and fear tear right into the soul, separating our 

ideals from the stark reality of what has happened, dividing our emotions, and increasing the 

temptation either withdraw or to lash out. By worshiping together, especially in this time of 

teshuvah, of turning, we can begin to discern together not only what to pray for, but how to 

begin, through our common prayers, the words that most need to be spoken, if we are going to be 

faithful people in these times. 

Those who have long studied reactions to tragic events tell me that nearly all victims - and in this 

tragedy, that includes all of us, to one degree or another - experience a need soon afterward to 

blame someone handy, in order to re-establish a sense of control. Certainly this week we have 



heard blame thrown in various directions: toward minimum wage security workers and toward 

political leaders, toward Islam and toward Israel. Jerry Falwell was so outrageous as to call the 

attack God's punishment on America brought on by feminists, liberals, lesbians and gays! But in 

Berkeley, where I am living this fall, I have also heard wholesale condemnation of American 

business and patriotic feeling that seemed little more justified! In these days of awe and 

repentance, my two favorite acts of public repentance have been Falwell's abject apology, 

following a rebuke by President Bush himself, and the decision of Berkeley officials to allow the 

firefighters after all, to bear American flag decals. The flag meaning so much more as a symbol 

of the unity we feel and the values we cherish than as anything jingoistic.  

All of which brings me to the third thing we can do better together than alone. We can do a 

collective examination of conscience. That's better than ill-directed blaming or fearing of others. 

In the prayers of repentance at Yom Kippur, you know, repentance is sought not just for one's 

own sins. We are also called to repent for the sins of the whole people. 

Together we can begin to repent over our collective neglect of what our founders called "a 

decent respect for the opinions of humankind." Even our leaders now find themselves shifting 

from unilateralism to coalition building. We can begin to ask how the whole electorate allowed 

the last national elections to have so little discussion of our nation's role in the wider world. 

Some of our leaders tried to direct our attention to such issues. But in our affluenza, all we 

wanted to hear was about taxes and the domestic economy. We can try to look at our situation 

from a more God's-eye perspective. That's what Channing was calling for in 1814. Or, if you 

prefer, to turn to a deeper self-examination of our national character as it acts and is seen in a 

global perspective.  

Fourth and finally, when we come together as religious people we can begin to find the words 

needed to make ourselves heard in shared witness. A statement I signed has now joined by more 

than 2000 of America's religious leaders, from every faith and denomination. [see full text at 

www.ncccusa.org] It reads in part:  

"We must not allow this terror to drive us away from being the people God has called us to be. . . 

. this attack on our life as a nation will become a test of our national character." 

"The terrorists have offered us a stark view of the world they would create, where the remedy to 

every human grievance and injustice is a resort to the random and cowardly violence of revenge - 

even against the most innocent. Having taken thousands of our lives, attacked our national 

symbols, forced our political leaders to flee their chambers of governance, disrupted our work 

and families, and struck fear into the hearts of our children, the terrorists must feel victorious. 

But we can deny them their victory by refusing to submit to a world created in their image. . .  

I have been tremendously heartened by the unity with which so many religious leaders have 

called for restraint rather than indiscriminate retribution, for bringing the terrorists to the bar of 

international justice rather than bombing innocent children. And we are getting through. 

According to a Gallup poll, 73 percent of Americans believe that our response must be targeted 

"only against those responsible" for the attack on our nation.  

http://www.ncccusa.org/


Last week I publicly raised a theological question about President Bush's statement that we will 

[quote] "make no distinctions" between terrorists and those who harbor them. "Mr. President," I 

said, "with all due respect, in my theology only God has the privilege of making no distinctions. 

Of making the sun to shine and the rain to fall on the just and the unjust alike. We human beings 

are required to make distinctions. Especially leaders." 

This week I had to raise a similar theological point about calling a military campaign "Operation 

Infinite Justice." It wasn't just Muslims who were offended by that naming, as Secretary 

Rumsfeld said. The sensitivities of all religious people were offended. To paraphrase Reinhold 

Niebuhr, no act seeking justice is ever quite so just from God's standpoint as it is from our own. 

So in acting, better that we pray for infinite mercy and forgiveness, rather than claim for 

ourselves and infinite justice that properly belongs only to the Infinite. Especially at the 

Pentagon! 

It is not just religious and moral considerations, however, but realism and good old American 

pragmatism that are inspiring calls for restraint, even in policy-making circles. We should realize 

that bombing innocent, impoverished Afghani children, or treating them as 'collateral damage,' 

will only play into the deepest desires of men like Osama bin Laden. Those desires actually have 

rather little to do with the United States directly. Instead they have to do with raising even larger 

networks and armies of terror among people who already feel wronged and oppressed. 

Mobilizing them to overthrow the government of Pakistan to gain nuclear arms. To oust the bin 

Saud family in bin Laden's homeland of Saudi Arabia, for corrupt and allied with 'infidels,' 

replacing them with radicals as defenders of Islam's holy cities and Arabia's oil. When our 

leaders are foolish enough to call what we are doing "a crusade," they only fuel these flames!  

Just as our leaders' words must be more temperate, and our actions overseas must be temperate, 

if we are to maintain the unity with which so many nations have rallied to the cause of defeating 

terrorism, so here at home we will have to learn to speak temperately as well. Otherwise, the 

terrorists will succeed in another goal of theirs: to divide us, spiritually, one from another.  

Not that I don't want a vigorous democratic debate over the actions soon to be taken in the names 

of us all; I do. It is important that we turn toward the democratic process, and not away from it. 

Indulging ourselves in an easy sense of helplessness or of alienation from our elected leaders, 

however, will do no good at all.  

Both praying for the decision-makers and sharing with them our concerns about rhetoric and 

tactics are needed acts of faithful citizenship. We can reinforce our leaders expressed desire for 

patience, the time to go slowly, to bring the terrorists to justice before seeking, as the President 

warned, we feel forced "to bring justice to the them."  

By speaking temperately, respecting one another, and recognizing that there are common goals 

of peace and justice we all share, we can also strengthen our own religious lives in community. 

In the days and weeks ahead, even in a religious community like this one, not to mention the 

greater community in which it serves, difference are bound to emerge. Between those who make, 

for example, a personal witness on behalf of absolute non-violence under all circumstances, and 



others of us who support a more pragmatic approach to making a still dangerous world become 

more secure, peaceful and just. 

Be forbearing toward one another. Remember: we are all in pain. Listen to that pain in each other 

and in those who seem angry. For it is when we feel most alone in our pain, that we often want to 

lash out. When we know it is shared, we find the spiritual resources to respond to it out of our 

best selves and out of our deepest values. As a woman said this week in a radio interview I 

heard, "Mr. President, "don't spread our pain." To which I found myself saying, "Amen, sister!"  

So what we face is not only a test of our national character. It will also test each of us in our 

personal character. The challenge is to turn toward one another, and to stay turned that way. To 

turn enduringly, "from callousness to sensitivity, from hostility to love, from pettiness to 

purpose, from envy to contentment, from carelessness to discipline, from fear to faith." 

And toward the Eternal. As a Jewish prayer for these days of awe and repentance puts it, 

 

"O Source of peace, lead us to peace, a peace profound and true; lead us to a healing, to mastery 

of all that drives us to war within ourselves and with others. May our deeds inscribe us in the 

Book of life and blessing, righteousness and peace! O Source of peace, bless us with peace." 

Amen, and amen!  

 


