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Sermon-Sunday, September 11, 2011—10 Year Anniversary of 9/11
Everyone remembers where they were and what they were doing when the terrorist attack on America began 10 years ago.  I heard the news about a plane hitting the world trade center on the radio in my car on the way to my accountant’s office.  My first thought was that it was probably a single engine plane that hit the building on accident.  My emotion was concern.
I was with my accountant 15 minutes later when the 2nd plane hit—his son worked near the World Trade Center in New York. He started crying, wondering if his son was okay.  We abruptly ended our business, suddenly taxes didn’t seem important.  My emotion was anger—now we knew it was a terrorist attack.

I was at church an hour later when the third plane hit the Pentagon—my emotion was now fear. Who else was going to get hit?

When the towers fell, I felt grief and pain for the many thousands of people who were not going to make it home again.  For those who were killed while doing their jobs, for the children who were never going to get to hug mom or dad again, for the husbands and wives whose beds would be empty, for the parents who lost a child.  

I wondered if anyone I knew could have been hurt or killed.  I thought of Fr. John Romas, the priest of St. Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church, which stood in the shadow of the twin towers and most certainly must have been totally destroyed.  I was hoping he was not in his office.  I knew Fr. John and Presbytera Lorraine very well—Pres. Lorraine made most of my vestments, including the ones I am wearing this morning.  It took three days of calling but Fr. John was alive, his church though, was destroyed.  
The fourth plane went down—now there was confusion and hysteria—what to do?

I remember that the ladies of our church were baking in the kitchen for our upcoming festival.  They all stopped and were going to go home.  All of a sudden, the festival didn’t seem so important.  Before leaving, they each took a copy of a few pages of our church directory with them to call parishioners and let them know there was going to be a service that evening.

I went home, Lisa came home early from work, all of a sudden work didn’t seem important either, we sat glued to the TV, called our families, and made sure everyone was okay.
At 7:00 p.m. that night, we went to church and offered a Paraklesis service—the church was packed like on Easter, standing room only on a Tuesday night—as if people had nowhere else to go.  All of a sudden, nothing else seemed important.  People were crying, they were on their knees praying.  I felt a little happiness—our church community did what a community is supposed to do in time of crisis—it prayed, as a community.

I went home and I saw the US Congress standing shoulder to shoulder on the steps of the Capital—Democrats and Republicans, one united group, singing God Bless America, and I felt hope.
Then President Bush addressed the nation from the Oval Office.  He had spent the day being guarded by soldiers at an Air Force Base in Louisiana and inside a bunker in Nebraska, but insisted to return to Washington to address the nation from his desk in the White House, rather than from a fortified hole in the ground.  He said America would prevail. He said in part:
“Terrorist attacks can shake the foundations of our biggest buildings, but they cannot touch the foundation of America. These acts shattered steel, but they cannot dent the steel of American resolve. . .America was targeted for attack because we're the brightest beacon for freedom and opportunity in the world. And no one will keep that light from shining. . .Today, our nation saw evil, the very worst of human nature, and we responded with the best of America, with the daring of our rescue workers, with the caring for strangers and neighbors who came to give blood and help in any way they could.”

He quoted scripture: “I pray they will be comforted by a power greater than any of us spoken through the ages in Psalm 23: ‘Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil, for You are with me.’"

None of us will ever forget this day, yet we go forward to defend freedom and all that is good and just in our world.

Good night and God bless America.

And after one of the worst days in the history of our country, I went to bed not angry, not sad, but proud, to call myself an American.

In the days that followed, radio stations echoed the same sentiment—Lee Greenwood’s song “God bless the U.S.A.” played around the clock.  When baseball resumed, the 7th inning stretch replaced “Take me out to the ballgame” with “God bless America.”  

Sure there was nationalistic pride—but more than that, there was unity, there was resolve, we seemed to be becoming truly one nation, and doing so under God our Creator.  

Ten years have passed since that awful day.  

The only church that was destroyed in the attacks was a Greek Orthodox Church.  It has not been rebuilt.  Plans are underway to build a mosque near Ground Zero.  Ironic that those who shared the same faith with the terrorists who destroyed our church will now be able worship near the site of the church they destroyed.  While the Orthodox Christians, who worshipped at St. Nicholas since 1916, no longer have a house of worship.  And nobody seems to care.  And this is sad.

The Congress that 10 years ago stood united and gave us confidence and hope, now gives us daily bickering and political gridlock.

Pride in being American has been replaced by our civil leaders making apologies for being American.

We know longer ask God to bless America—in fact we fight to take God out of America.

At the national memorial service for 9/11, in fact, there will be not one priest, minister, or prayer.  Our justice system, based on the Ten Commandments, has now removed the Ten Commandments from courthouses—it’s just too offensive for us to read “thou shalt not steal, thou shalt not kill, honor your father and mother.”
The country is in economic ruins.  The American dream has become a nightmare for many.  What a sad sight I saw a couple of weeks ago, and two panhandlers were arguing who was going to stand in the median and hope for money from passing cars.  Worse than an attack on America by radical extremists, is the attack America seems to make on itself—even in small towns, small churches and small groups of friends, there little sense of unity, or peace.

That’s why, in my mind, today is not just a day to look back, but it is a day to look forward.  I shudder to think how we will commemorate the 20th anniversary of 9/11 ten years from now.  Will there still be a cross on top of our church, or will it be deemed offensive and need to be removed?  Will I still be able to wear a clerical collar in public or will that offend? Will our government at some point remove the charitable deductions to churches, so people will be financially less supportive?  Will our economy be repaired or completely destroyed?  Will we be on the road to being swallowed up by another country?  
My purpose in offering this this morning is not to incite political debate, and it is not to depress anyone, but to make us think?  Where have we come from?  Where are we going? And what are we going to do about it?

Our whole society is hurting, someone said to me at summer camp, when I was telling him about some of the pains of our teenagers.  I answered him and said, “with all due respect, I don’t care about the whole society.  I care about my personal society, the 100 children who are at this camp, this is the society I can change today.”  At camp my society was 100 teenagers, at home we are a society of 3, in our church a society of several hundred.  What are we doing in our own society?  Are we looking out for one another?  Are we united with anyone or stuck on our own agenda?  How can we be a United States of America when we can’t be a united church of St. John’s, or a united family, or a united group of friends?
Peace on earth isn’t going to be achieved with tanks and guns and bombs.  It isn’t going to be achieved with taxes, entitlements or handouts.  Peace isn’t going to be achieved with government mandates.  True peace only comes from God, and peace is achieved one person at a time, one small group at a time by people who are committed to the idea of peace because they are committed to a faith in God.  Peace on earth begins with peace with yourself.  It begins when you commit to being a peacemaker, and not a peacetaker.  The greatest commandments that our Lord gave us were to love Him with all of our being, and to love our neighbor as ourselves.  Our neighbor is the not just the person who lives next to us.  It’s the person who eats next to us in our home, who sleeps next to us in our bed for those who are married, the person who drives next to us on the road, or who works next to us at the office, the person who drops their child off at school when we drop our children off, these and many others are our neighbors.  And loving our neighbor doesn’t start with giving him a share of our wealth, it’s starts with a simple hello, it starts with being a good driver, it starts with keeping your yard clean, heck it starts with keeping your mouth clean.
How can we love God who is so much greater than us, if we can’t love those who are just like us, our neighbors?  How can we hope for peace in the world, if we can’t have peace with our neighbors?  

The challenges for this week are two—

1. Evaluate your life—on balance, are you a peacemaker or a peacetaker?  Do you bring peace into the room or controversy; do you calm others or raise their blood-pressure?
2. Evaluate your decisions this week, starting with your conversations—are they motivated by a desire to bring peace or take peace from a situation? 
The Liturgy is a long service—so focus on one line—for all that is good and beneficial to our souls and for peace in the world.  Start evaluating your decisions by this petition.  If it’s not good for your soul, and it’s not going to bring peace into the world, then it’s not a good decision.  
The Bible is long as well—the crux of it we heard today in one verse—3:16—For God so loved the world He gave His only-begotten Son that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have everlasting life.”
God loves us so much that He can’t stand to see us in pain, without hope, paralyzed by terror.  So He sent Jesus Christ to save us from pain, from terror.  But salvation requires action—it requires belief, not merely existence.  And belief, faith, requires work.  Faith without work is dead faith—St. James.  

So evaluate your life—are you a peacemaker or a peacetaker

Evaluate your decisions this week

Remember one petition of the Liturgy

Remember one verse of scripture

Do this in your little society—your family, your job, our church, and we will have taken the first steps towards world peace.  Peace on earth begins with peace with ourselves, in our small communities.

I remember what I said on the night of 9/11 ten years ago.  I preached on heaven and hell.  Jesus said “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God.”  Those who flew the planes into the buildings will receive their reward—the fire of hell, damnation and estrangement from God—it will be severe, painful and eternal.  And that’s not just for those who commit acts of terror, but those who take peace, inflict pain and fail to love their fellow man.

Our response to 9/11, I said that night and I repeat today, is to stay the course, keep loving God, keep loving one another, keep working for peace, even when people disagree, or belittle or laugh—Jesus said again in the Beatitudes—Blessed are you when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven—Matthew 5: 11-12.
I don’t know where I’ll be in 10 years.  I don’t know if I’ll still be in Tampa, whether I will still be a priest, whether we will still have a cross on our church, or whether we will have a church at all, but I do know this—I will never give up on God, and I will never stop trying to love my neighbors and do good—and no one, no terrorist, no peacetaker, no politician, no atheist, no one, will ever be able to take that away.

I have strong feelings about America and about 9/11.  I’m the son of an immigrant father who never took a handout—I didn’t grow up rich, whatever we got we earned.  My father and mother provided a home for us, it wasn’t the best home but it was ours.  We learned to work hard, to give a good effort, to be honest, and to give back, to help others.  This is how I’ve tried to model my life—I’m certainly not the best person, hopefully I’m not the worst.  This is the life I want our son to have—a good home, a good school, a good family and a chance to live a good life, to obey the law, to make a contribution to our world and to be a decent human being.  I want him to work hard, to give a good effort and to be honest.  I want him to dream dreams, and to work to make them come true.  I never want him to lose hope, not in himself, not in his country and not in His Creator.  America can become great once again—but it won’t be with political rhetoric, tax increases, or tax cuts.  It will come when we once again become one nation united under something greater then ourselves, when we become one nation under God, with freedom and justice for all.  And this begins with our personal decision, mine and yours, to be a person of peace, a peacemaker, not a peacetaker.
I’m happy to report that our first outreach ministry feeding the hungry of Tampa went well yesterday, with a large group of people going to Metropolitan Ministries.  We will be doing this the second Saturday of each month.  And next Sunday after church, we’re going to have a meeting to form a visitation committee, to visit the sick, the shut-ins, and those who just need a friend in our community.  Because peace in the world begins with loving concern for our own neighbor—be they the parishioner of St. John who is ill, or the homeless person on our corner who needs something to eat.

About a month ago, I wrote a service for 9/11, a service not just for remembrance but a service for peace.  I sent it to His Eminence Metropolitan Alexios for his approval, and not only did he approve this prayer, but he asked that it be offered in every church in our Metropolis this morning, so that all Orthodox Christians in the Southeast may united behind a prayer for peace for our country and for our world.  Engie Halkias graciously offered a kolyva in remembrance of those who died on 9/11.  Kay Kladakis graciously loaned me the flag from her husband’s casket. He died a veteran and decorated hero.  Florian and Jean Royack loaned a flag of honor with names of all the victims of 9/11, including 24 who were Orthodox.  There are pictures next to this table of the Greek Orthodox Church of St. Nicholas, that stood in the shadow in the twin towers, a beacon of peace and faith amidst the skyscrapers of New York City.  One picture shows the church a few weeks before the attack, and the other one shows the church on 9/11, moments before it was destroyed.  I am so thankful to Lieutenant Colonel Jenny Neighbors of our parish and Captain William Spencer, both active duty military personnel serving our country who I asked to serve as an honor guard, while we offer a prayer for peace.  

May God rest those who died on 9/11.  May He heal the wounds inflicted on those who survived.  May He comfort those who suffered loss.  May He protect those who fight.  May He guide those who lead.  May He inspire us to work for peace.  May He strengthen our faith.  And may He bless all of us, our parish, our nation, and our world.  

I will close with two quotes from great American Patriots—Thomas Paine said at the time of the American Revolution—these are the times that try men’s souls.  Indeed they are.  And President Abraham Lincoln, in his second inaugural address in 1865, told a country batter by civil war and unrest--
“With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation's wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.”  
Let us rise to sing with one voice, the praises of our God, and ask for His continued blessings on all of us.  God bless you.  God bless America!
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