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Reading One 

Have we not one Creator? Has not one God made us? Why do we fight one person with 

another…? On September 11, 2001 an unspeakably horrible act of terror was perpetrated upon 

the United States of America. As we deal with this terrible national tragedy, let us remember the 

values that have made us great. We must come together to find strength in our common 

humanity. We must show fairness and respect for everyone. The faith community of greater 

Oklahoma City reaches out to the hurt, the wounded and the bereaved. As we do so, we say to 

the community that neither hatred nor revenge, on innocents who resemble those of similar 

ethnicity who committed the evil acts, can be allowed. We must not permit terrorism to tear us 

apart. It is times like this that reveal our true spirit. The Oklahoma standard of caring that lifted 

us beyond the Murrah building bombing must prevail. We must create a world at peace for the 

present and for the future for young and old. We have an obligation to ourselves and to our 

children. 

Reading Two 

A Litany of Atonement 

Rob Eller-Issacs (SLT 637) 

For remaining silent when a single voice would have made a difference-We forgive ourselves 

and each other; we begin again in love. For each time that our fears have made us rigid and 

inaccessible-We forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again in love. For each time that we 

have struck out in anger without just cause-We forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again 

in love. For each time that our greed has blinded us to the needs of others-We forgive ourselves 

and each other; we begin again in love. For the selfishness which sets us apart and alone-We 

forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again in love. For falling short of the admonitions of 

the spirit-We forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again in love. For losing sight of our 

unity-We forgive ourselves and each other; we begin again in love. For those and so many acts 

both evident and subtle which have fueled the illusion of separateness-We forgive ourselves and 

each other; we begin again in love. 

Last week I stood before you and confessed that I didn't know where to begin. That was 

something of a playful and joyous confession. Today I am equally perplexed but this confession 

is far from joyous. Where to begin? So much has happened-and so little has happened-in the past 

week that I really don't know where to begin. I was watching the Today Show Tuesday morning 

when the 7:55 local news insert flashed news that there was a fire in one of the towers of the 

World Trade Center in New York. I then tuned over to MSNBC for the beginning of what has 

since been five days of continuous coverage. 

My first thoughts were of a bomb-perhaps the work of a group of World Trade protesters who 

have been growing in daring and effectiveness of late. Here in Oklahoma City it is natural, I 



suppose, to equate a gaping hole in a building with a bomb. I soon heard that an airplane had 

been involved. Then, I thought it had to have been an accident-a tragic accident but an accident 

nonetheless. Planes, after all, don't just fly into buildings so it must have been an accident. That 

moment of hopeful relief was shattered by the visual reality, broadcast on live television, of a 

second plane hitting a second tower. In short order we heard similar news out of Washington, 

followed by the tragic collapse of first one tower, then the other and the crash of a fourth 

hijacked plane. So much and so little has happened in the past week-all these things have 

happened and very little else has-at least not in the public eye. 

On Tuesday, as numbness associated with this kind of tragedy began to grow over me, I was 

thankful that I was scheduled to address the Alliance that morning. I knew that there would be a 

need for my ministry with the Alliance (I know that I, and perhaps all of us, cope with tragedy by 

being needed). Tuesday, I stood before the Alliance and together we acknowledged the tragedy. I 

then told them, as I am telling you today, that I really don't know what to do right now. Early on, 

Tuesday, we opened up the sanctuary doors in case people wanted a quiet place to sit. Tuesday 

morning I contacted the Red Cross and advised them that this church and its minister were 

available if they had any needs that we could fulfill. They apparently didn't. In the ensuing days 

the choir met, but the board didn't. I have met one on one with a few of you and talked on the 

phone with a few more. Sadly, things have been pretty normal around here. "It has been a quiet 

week…" as someone might observe-and that is what troubles me. 

Where to begin on day when everything seems to have changed and everything still seems the 

same? I visited on the phone with a colleague who serves a suburban New York congregation. 

He is at the far north end of the subway lines in Westchester County. I told him that my 

experience of our tragedy in 1995 was that it took several days-maybe a week or two for the 

shock and numbness to wear off, and that the hard days for many weren't the early ones-they 

were the latter ones. Perhaps it is the same this time, too. 

This week, as I mentally prepared myself to lead this week's service, I worried about the first 

words I would speak to you this day. I adopted and adapted the words I use to begin our time 

together several years ago. While I haven't used them enough here yet for you to notice them in 

particular-I have, in the past, used them on a weekly basis. I use them because I think that an 

element of ritual strengthens our time together. I also use them each week because I believe they 

are true and I have found no other words that suit our time together so well. This week, though, I 

worried about them. 

In the light of this weeks events the words of my Call to Worship seemed overly triumphant-

"This is indeed a day of Divinity. Let us then rejoice in it and let us count our many blessings." 

What is there, this week, to celebrate? Should we really be "Grateful for the Incredible Gifts of 

Life" this week? This week is the capacity to "Think, feel, hear and understand" a blessing? At 

this point, I was about to embark on a fundamental reconstruction of the hopeful-and hope filled-

trajectory of my personal theology when I came to the final sentiment in that Call to Worship. 

The last element is what has always mattered the most to me, reminding me to be "especially 

grateful for the ties of love that bind us together giving meaning, dignity, worth and joy to all our 

days." I believe we need those ties of love more now than ever and that right now we stand in 



real need of reminders of meaning, dignity and worth. We need to acknowledge that these ties of 

love bind together our community now more than ever. 

There has been unquestioned tragedy in our lives this week. But I think we have experienced 

moments of joy-fleeting but no less real-as well. A numbing confusion has been our companion 

this week but I have witnessed moments of worth and dignity and meaning. I have seen these 

things in the midst of this tragedy and I have seen them among you. I have seen you reach out to 

each other with kindness and compassion and I have witnessed the strength that is only visible in 

our weakest moments-a strength that I sometimes believe must come from God because I don't 

see how we humans can sustain so much and still have the strength to reach out to each other. 

Whatever there is of the divine spirit in the world, whatever there is that I would sometimes call 

God, I repeatedly see it in the interactions between human beings. It is as if God exists primarily 

in our fingertips and enters into the world when we reach out to others. Whether that reaching be 

borne of weakness or strength, it is the act of reaching out that invites the divine to enter our 

world. The theist in me sees God alive in the world as much as my internal atheist misses that 

divine presence but longs for it nonetheless. 

The sermon this week is supposed to be about the High Holy Days-the period of time from the 

Hebrew calendar between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. It is in this period, called the High 

Holy Days, that Judaism is most focused on bringing the divine alive in the world. This period 

between the Jewish New Year that begins Tuesday and the Day of Atonement, which follows 10 

days later, is the holiest time in the life of Judaism. These days are called the Days of Awe. This 

period is filled with symbolic actions which harken back to events in an archetypal past. The 

rams-horn Shofar is blown as a kind of wordless prayer to chase away evil. Trips to running 

water may be made to recognize the washing away of sins and misdeeds. Blessings are 

exchanged. Feasting and Fasting and Prayer are a ritualized part of these days of Awe. 

As this week's events began to unfold and sink in, like ministers everywhere, I began think about 

changing my sermon, I began to wonder how best to be present with you today. In reality, that is 

all that preaching and leading worship is to me-our being together in a particularly structured, 

significant and symbolic way. The question is: How can we be together in the midst of, even, this 

fret and fever and tragedy. How do we move from here toward a hopeful and hope-filled way of 

living? How can we be together this day so that we emerge from this place renewed and 

refreshed and prepared to encounter the dawn of each new day and the setting of each new sun? 

When I met with the Alliance this week I shared a central paradox about church with them. It is 

significant to me that Sunday is both the beginning and the end of the week. The calendar says 

it's the beginning of the week but Sunday has always felt like the end of the week, the last day of 

the weekend, to me. This dual nature makes it both a beginning and an ending. Church, to me, 

embodies this paradox. I think it is important that we come here but I think that it is even more 

important that you depart from this place. I believe we come to this place in need of a recharge, 

in need of encouragement, in need to direction. When things are working right-we get those 

things here-we get them from each other as much as finding them for ourselves. It is then that we 

do the most important thing-we depart. We return to the world. We go about the business of 

living our lives-but hopefully we do it with renewed vigor, re-inspired with meaning and 



reoriented on our paths in the full knowledge that by next Sunday we will be in need and there 

will be a place to land-to recharge again. 

This week, I find this to be especially true. This week we really need to come together and 

rediscover that power that is borne of our reaching out and in turn being reached toward by 

others. We may think that we have only weakness left in us as we arrived today-but it is through 

that emptiness that we open ourselves to new strength. It is because we are weakened by life that 

we can be renewed by the power of life itself which is manifested in this place and through these 

people. Sometimes we think we bring nothing but strength to this place-but this strength, if it be 

true strength, in turn opens us to the weakness of the world, made tangible to us by this 

assembled community. The Spirit of that strength is drawn out of us by the needs of the world as 

waters flow out to meet the sea.  

Our weakness finds strength and our strength is balanced by weakness. It happens here and 

hopefully it happens on Sunday. It strikes me that this flux, this paradox of beginnings and 

endings is exactly what is at play in the ritualized time of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. This 

is a time when the faithful are called to weigh the nature of their life and to strive to make sure 

that the work or our hands is equal to the words of our mouths, to make sure that the spirit of our 

heart is manifested in the steps we take on life's path. In reality this kind of soul searching 

shouldn't take place just once a year. In reality these are tasks we should take on each day, each 

moment. The reality is, though, that none of us is so pious as to live into the constant demands of 

life. That's why days of beginning and ending are so powerful to us. 

Many are saying we had a day of endings and beginnings this week-that a new era is upon us. I 

don't know. Many are saying that things will never be the same as they were before. That may 

well be the case. We're hearing talk to new rules for travelers. The concerns of security in an 

emerging new world pose fundamental questions about all our lives. These realities are stark and, 

perhaps, frightening. I seem to be able to sit with the emerging shape and contour of a new 

reality only for a little while at a time. When I weigh what complete security may mean to 

personal freedoms in the future, I get scared. I am at a loss when I wonder what a world with less 

than complete security and the fullness of personal liberty might be like. Is that the choice we are 

faced with? I don't know. 

I'm afraid that we haven't even begun to understand the lasting impact to the week's events. I 

don't think the shock wave has even hit us yet. Economic concerns are legion. In the days that 

have passed since the acts of a few terrorists I have heard much talk of retribution and revenge 

and almost no talk of justice. We are being prepared for the very real possibility of military 

action-our President has virtually promised it. It scares me that, although these acts were taken 

by a few individuals, we seem-as a nation-to have entirely jettisoned the notion of seeking justice 

in favor of acts of war. Can war ever secure justice? I don't know. 

No one in power is talking about arrest and trial and punishment. War may be necessary-it may 

be justified-but it frightens me when our immediate pain leads us to return violence of violence 

and force for force before peaceful solutions are even explored. One of the major ethical 

developments of Judaism is a thing called Lex Talonis-an eye for an eye. This may sound like a 

harsh and brutal form of justice but the ethical development was the injunction that one could 



only take an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. One could not seek to take more than has 

been lost. Our quick shift to war makes me wonder if we haven't forgotten even the rudimentary 

justice of Lex Talonis. Perhaps we're afraid because we know deep down and don't want to admit 

that seeking justice is much harder than getting revenge. Perhaps we're afraid that we will be 

unable to bring those responsible for planning and staging and funding these actions to justice. A 

world where we give up on justice scares me-but I have to admit that I'm not sure our justice 

system is up to the test and that, if the truth be told, scares me even more. 

What does it mean that our inability to pursue justice might mean that these crimes could go 

unpunished? Is part of our skipping past justice to retaliation and revenge born of the fact that we 

don't want to know everything that seeking justice might bring to light? What if our push to 

justice forced us to learn and listen to the things that ignited the hatred that was manifested so 

frighteningly in our lives this week. I know that during the McVeigh and Nichol's trials I learned 

things about our nation's law enforcement system that trouble me to this day. I don't agree with 

the tragedy that was unmasked just a few blocks from here-but I don't think anyone sees the FBI 

and ATF in quite the same way that they did before the bombing. Do we fear that seeking justice 

for this week's crimes might tarnish our notion of America as a light for the nations? What 

happens if we learn that our commitment to justice and democracy is not as strong once we leave 

North America as it is inside our borders? I don't know. 

On this day I fear we have more questions than we have answers. It is my prayer that we take the 

time to sit with the questions and resist the false hope of easy answers and quick solutions. 

Former Oklahoma Attorney General, Robert Henry, now sits on the 10th Circuit Court of 

Appeals. He once told me of a line he would one day write in an opinion-"Vengeance is mine, 

sayeth the Lord. That's because only the Lord can really afford Vengeance." I don't know if he 

has written that line into an opinion yet, but I think Justice Henry's point is well placed here-Can 

we really afford the true cost of vengeance? What hidden cost does retribution and retaliation 

hold? I deeply believe that the calling of human beings is to seek justice-not retaliatory 

vengeance. Let all who will, pray for justice. 

The events of this week are real. They are tragic. They may indeed signal and end of life as it 

was and the beginning of a new way of being. I don't know. What I do know is simple. We must 

do all we can humanly do in this hour. We must manifest both courage and compassion. We 

must help and nurture each other and we must help and nurture those who are strangers to us. We 

must ask questions. We must ask not only "How?" but "Why?" Most importantly we must ask 

and answer "What now?' and "What next?" and "What then?" 

This week, we saw precious few happy reunions on our TV's. We heard and saw much of people 

who never got off a plane, of people who never came home from work. The reality is that at least 

as many people were reunited as were lost. Most of us have heard from our friends and relatives 

who lived and worked in New York and the District. It was the same way on an April day that 

forever changed this city. There are more stories of living with the tragedy than dieing from it. 

We are the living. We, the living, must go about the business of living-even when it is hard and 

unpleasant. Part of the business of living is to recognize and honor the dead. A bigger part of that 

business of living is to stand fully in the present-with all its pain and sorrow-and look toward the 



future. What that future holds is unsure. Will it be a future of pain or hope? Will it be a time for 

fear or a time for hope? 

I believe that justice goes hand in hand with hope. There is much justice to be sought today. 

Together, may we hold each other and our nation. May we not only hold each other but may we 

hold each other accountable to the demands of true justice-to the real demands of these days of 

awe. These are the actions that we may one day be called to atone for. Today let us stand 

committed to living into the fullness of life. In so doing may we discover the true bonds of 

community and, in community, may we embrace and be embraced by an unbounding Spirit of 

Hope. AMEN 

 


