Sermon 10th Anniversary of 9-11-2011

Today’s gospel is the regular reading in the Year A cycle of readings and is so fitting as we remember the horrific events on September 11, 2001.  When Peter asks how many times am I to forgive, seven times?  Jesus says not seven times, but 77 times.

The attacks in New York, Washington and United Flight 93 changed how we, in the United States, see ourselves and the rest of the world.  Thousands of stories of anguish and loss contribute to the way we now see ourselves.  We, unlike citizens of other continents, had never suffered an enemy attack.  We didn’t know how to respond.

As Sister Camille D’Arienzo wrote in a reflection on 9-11, “Although we’re a nation that values “thinking outside the box,” we’re not good at doing it.  So it was no surprise that our first response was to return violence with violence.
Extending the type of forgiveness that Jesus talks about seems impossible, yet that is exactly what Jesus did.  While he was dying on the cross he looked down at his murderers and forgave them….leaving us an example to do the same.

Might there have been a better way following 9-11?

We’re not conditioned to solve problems peacefully.  Although we recognize the commandment, “Thou shalt not kill,” we approve many exceptions.  It seems easy to say that Jesus could offer that kind of forgiveness because he was God…but for us ordinary humans it doesn’t seem possible.

Yet every once in a while individuals demonstrate by their very different choices that recovery can take alternative forms.  We had proof of that when on Oct. 7, 2006 the Associated Press reported out of  Georgetown, PA:

“Dozens of Amish neighbors came out on Saturday to mourn the quiet milkman who killed five of their young girls and wounded five more in a brief, unfathomable rampage.”

Reports of the actions of a local Amish man with children of his own stunned the quiet, peace-loving religious community.  Charging into the West Nickel Mines Amish School, 32 year old Charles Roberts released fifteen boys and four adults before shackling and shooting ten girls, aged seven to thirteen.  This shocking crime, perpetrated by a local husband and father, rocked that neighborhood and the nation.  Even more startling than the massacre was the Amish response to that violence – especially in a world that seeks instant retaliation.  

Benedictine nun Joan Chittister reflected in her column in The National Catholic Reporter:
“What kind of people are these?  It was not the murders, not the violence that shocked us; it was the forgiveness that followed it for which we were not prepared.  It was the lack of recrimination, the dearth of vindictiveness that left us amazed.”

She’s right. The Amish Christian culture is predicated on the acceptance of Jesus’ instruction to extend forgiveness to those who inflict harm.  They believe to do so ensures citizenship in heaven.  
Two aspects of forgiveness in this case were its immediacy of expression and the victims’ families’ outreach to the wife and children of the murderer.  The Amish people, out of sync with modernity and contemporary culture, set an example outlandish to nations who equate retaliation with self protection.

What would the world be like today if after 9-11 we hadn’t invaded Afghanistan and Iraq and, instead, had gone to every Muslim country on earth and said:  “Don’t be afraid.  We won’t hurt you.  We know that this is coming from only a fringe of society and we ask your help in saving others from this same kind of violence.”

Laughable, ridiculous! some would respond.  Perhaps including those who lost loved ones in that tragedy.   After all, almost 3,000 perished in the attacks.

Yet there are stories of forgiveness even among those who were devastated by the loss of loved ones on 9-11.  I want to share the story of someone you may have already heard about… Lee Ielpi.  Ielpi spent months at Ground Zero helping recover the remains of 9/11 victims before they found his son.
Jonathan Ielpi, a 29-year-old firefighter with Squad 288 in Queens, was on duty when the first plane hit the World Trade Center. He called his father, who had retired from NYFD Rescue 2 in 1996, to let him know what was going on.
"He said, 'that's us, Dad, we're going to the Trade Center,'" Ielpi recalls. "I said 'OK, Jon; be careful.'

That was the last time they spoke.
Ten years have passed since the day terrorists flew two planes into the WTC towers in New York, killing nearly 3,000 people, wounding countless others, sparking the war on terror, and whetting the country's appetite for retribution. 

Although he lost his son that day and witnessed the horror of 9/11 himself, Lee Ielpi is focused on hope, not hatred.  "It's so easy to hate," he says. "But I don't understand what we're going to get from hating. I understand justice; I understand the need to get justice. But I don't understand what hating is about."
Continuing to help with the recovery efforts — after they found Jonathan's body in a stairwell in the South Tower, Ielpi spent six more months sifting through the rubble — he became involved with several of the organizations that eventually made up the Coalition of 9/11 Families. Now 67, he is the president of the September 11 Families Association and the co-founder of the Tribute WTC Visitors Center.

"On September 10, I was still retired," he says. "But 9/11 changed many people, not just me," he says. "My life changed. I had to put retirement on the back burner."  "Someday maybe I'll get back to fishing and hiking," he adds. "We feel it's more important to continue this mission we're on."
He spends six, sometimes even seven days a week on that mission, which is to educate people about what happened on 9/11, support the families of the victims, inspire tolerance, and make the world a better place. 
When visitors arrive, Ielpi says, they often have a preconceived idea of what they'll see there. "What we want people to leave with is a positive," he says. "The idea that 'I can make tomorrow a little bit better.'" We must find a way to live together. We must live in tolerance. We must stop terrorism. We must stop hatred."

His family is helping with his mission. His younger son, Brendan, is also a firefighter; on 9/11, he had been in the service only four months, and he and his father drove together into the city that day to help out. In December 2011, he helped carry his brother's body out of the wreckage.
"Jonathan's dream was to [work for] the company I worked in, Rescue 2," Lee Ielpi says. "Unfortunately, he was murdered and never made it there." He pauses, and then pride fills his voice. "Brendan, on July 5, 2011, fulfilled his brother's wish and joined Rescue 2."

9-11 was a day like Kennedy’s assassination, or the landing on the moon…you and I know exactly where we were and how it affected us.  I invite you to come forward if you have a story you’d like to share with the community about this day 10 years ago and how it affected you.  I’ll start and briefly share mine.

I lived three blocks from the U.S. Capitol in Washington, DC….
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