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O sama bin Laden is dead. This Sunday is precisely the anniversary

of 9/11. Everyone here can remember where they were at the time
the Twin Towers fell. TV and radio have been having folks give their
testimony. Barbara Walters interviewed children who lost their fathers
on 9/11. One small story out of
thousands:

Bill Tammeus is a Presbyterian elder in
Kansas City and former religion editor of
The Kansas City Star newspaper. Bill
tells of his nephew Karleton who was in




the twin towers and died on 9/I1. He writes that Karleton’s widow
was in labor at the time American flight I1 struck the tower.
Parker the son born that day never got to meet his father. In the
intervening years mourning has turned to sadness and sadness
has eased. She has remarried to a wonderful man. Of course,
every family gathering there is a missing person and a void — joy
is always tinged with a certain longing, but they come together to
remember and comfort one another.'

Everyone can remember the feeling of
anguish, anger and pain which ran through
each of us — the uncountable acts of
heroism — the cowardice of the perpetrators.
Some healing and joy does come eventually.
Enough reason to examine this event this

morning. }
ut even more, this is the first e A
anniversary of 9/11 when we can announce a bona fide act of
o At triumph — Osama bin Laden is dead —

the bringing to justice of the
mastermind of the 9/11 terrorist
attacks. These two events mark the
current generation of Americans and
Christians as profoundly, as deeply as
a previous generation was marked by
Pearl| Harbor.

Thus on this tenth anniversary of
the most forming event of a generation, it does seem appropriate for us
to ask where God is in all this and what has God been doing these last
ten years. Where is God'’s justice?

As always the answer is plain: God is
active, involved and at work in the world - @ Tﬁe
but in surprising ways, not always as we e a]/
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ow stick with me here — let’s look at a time when God did

intervene for justice. Our scripture lesson this day from Exodus
on the children of Israel crossing the Red Sea can give us real insight
into how God did, does and will work in the world, turning tragedy into
triumph.

After being enslaved, oppressed and suffering near extermination,
the Hebrew children find themselves with their back to the sea and
pressed hard by the armies of Pharaoh.
It's a familiar story. What is unfamiliar
is that we are there. Post 9/11 we
cannot get that image of the burning
towers out of our collective
™ consciousness. We are there watching
& the pillar of fire and smoke. The
situation for us is desperate. Yet God
intervenes to protect, uplift and save

“FhH , the people of God. We are the one’s
experiencing this mlracle We are the ones God gives provision,
protects and saves.

God in the guise of a pillar of fire and smoke passes over and thru
and stands between you and the armies of Egypt — protecting you from
harm. God opens the Red Sea so you can ‘pass thru’ the sea on dry
land, the waters held back like great walls ~ not a one even loses a
sandal in the mud.

When we have ‘passed thru’ the waters then the protective pillar of
fire and smoke releases the seething armies. When they try to ‘pass
thru’ the waters, those same walls of water collapse and smother those
trying to destroy us. We are there. We have been saved! We stand
and watch and rejoice with our lives whole and intact. We are
overjoyed and overwhelmed.

'Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the LORD:
“I will sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously;
horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.” [Exodus 15:1]

Mariam sings as well:



*Then the prophet Miriam, Aaron'’s sister, took a tambourine in
her hand; and all the women went out after her with
tambourines and with dancing. *And Miriam sang to them:
“Sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously;
horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.” [Exodus 15:20-2I]

Sure sounds like jubilation to me. Sounds a lot like the triumphal
shouts many were singing as well last May:

(‘) csama bin Laden is dead. Long live the USA!" That was the

sentiments expressed by many on the occasion. Remember the
jubilant crowds gathered outside Ground Zero and the White House
chanting “"USA! USA!" There is a
refrigerator magnet which announces
triumphantly “9/11 Tragedy 5/11
Justice.”

Many indeed rejoice at Bin Laden’s
death seeing a costly victory as a
vindication nonetheless. As victories go
the costs are overwhelmingly sobering —
3,000 direct deaths, $100B in damages,
100’s of millions effected, the immense
costs of eternal vigilant and two wars
involving the deaths of 7,000 American
soldiers, many more disabled, and 100,000 civilians.

9/11: TRAGEDY
5/11: JUSTICE

Other responses are less jubilant, more subdued as is appropriate
for people of the Way who regret the incredible costs and grieve the
loses.

For most Americans, his death is an answer to prayer. We see
God'’s hand in the death of bin Laden. Most of us fall into the category
of sober and saddened relief — still grieving over those persistent
images of the towers falling and at the same time relieved because a
chapter of the drama is over. Yet the story is long from over — more
chapters remain.

This human form of justice, while so satisfying in bringing an end to
Osama bin Laden, is imperfect justice at best. It does not mark an end
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to terrorism nor to terrorist threats on the USA. Although Al-Qaida
itself is deeply wounded both by Osama’s death and the unrelenting
raids on the network since 9/11, there are still copycats out there. The
day of the Bali bombing killing more than 200 was chosen by a splinter
group on the highly symbolic date of exactly one year, one month and
one day after 9/11. Terrorists are still out there. Washington and New
York are on high alert today because there are credible threats this
anniversary of 9/11 to attack bridges and tunnels. Like a hydra whose
head is cut off, others come up to take its place.

o where can we see the hand of God in all this? We do see
God'’s hand in the death of bin Laden, but there is more. Let's
return to the Moses and the people of God at the Red Sea:

There is an old Hasidic story. It tells of the angels rejoicing over
the deliverance of the children of Israel thru the Red Sea. All the
angels are playing their
harps, dancing, singing,
jubilant at the great victory
of God over the Egyptian
armies. One angel turns for
a moment from the reverie
and seeing God says “Wait.
Look, the Creator of the
Universe is sitting there
weeping!” They approach
God and ask “Why are you
weeping when Israel has been delivered by your power?” “I am
weeping,” said the Maker of the Universe, “for the dead Egyptians
washed up on the shore — somebody’s sons, somebody’s
husbands, somebody’s fathers.™

How shocking for us! How perfectly in character for God, the All
Powerful, the Compassionate! God does indeed weep for all victims of
violence, those who died on 9/11 certainly and God has been weeping
with us for ten years when we grieve over the terrible event and its
aftermath.



Even more shocking, as God wept over the Egyptian soldiers, God
also weeps over the victims of even justified and sanctioned human
violence. Moralists of all stripes agree that the execution of Osama bin
Laden was justified to prevent future attacks.” His death was a
righteous kill by any measure, including Muslim ethics. Nevertheless,
God weeps over the death of Osama bin Laden as God grieves over
even the necessary death of any person. Believe it, God's heart is
different than ours.

God grieves over the death of Osama bin Laden!? How is that
possible?!

Don’t take my word for it. Take God's word. God's ways are not
our ways. God’s heart is bigger than our heart.

“Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked, says the Lord
GOD, and not rather that they should turn from their ways
and live?....Again, when the wicked turn away from the
wickedness they have committed and do what is lawful and
right, they shall save their life.” [Ezekiel 18:23, 27]

God regrets the taking of any life, every human life — even Osama
bin Laden’s life as wicked as it was, the pinnacle of evil itself. God
would still much prefer a turning back, a return. That is why God
grieves.

Yet to say God grieves is not to
imply that God holds back divine and
righteous judgment. We must be
modest and admit we are not privy to
what God has in mind for Osama bin
Laden’s soul for eternity, but we do :
indeed see a sign of divine justice in his i
death. We know that God's justice will
be a perfect punishment to fit the
innumerable crimes he committed.
What sets bin Laden apart morally was
his defiance, unrepentant violence and
coldly calculating designs to rain




violence on the United States.” Venomous bloodlust on such a scale is
beyond imagination — but not beyond God's righteous and eternal
justice.

his human form of justice, this taking of Osama bin Laden, while

so welcomed and celebrated, is but imperfection compared with
God's justice. Executing bin Laden doesn't bring real justice to the
3,000 persons murdered when the towers fell and the hundreds of
millions more who suffered in the aftermath. This justice palls in
comparison to God's awesome justice:

“for now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face-to-face.”

Our human justice only sometimes rises to being a sign of God'’s justice.
Our less than perfect justice only points toward and makes us long for
God'’s great and glorious justice.

God's justice, God's Red Sea justice is always perfect, fair and
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balanced. God always punishes evil in exact proportion and never
destroys even one innocent person in attempting to ameliorate evil.
God has eternity to right all wrongs and to punish even the most
egregious soul. Our timeframe is limited and human justice is only
partial and imperfect at best — sometimes little more than the lesser of

evils.



T en years after. Some of the wounds have healed. But can
enemies ever be reconciled? For God, yes they can. For us on our
own, not ever, really.

There is an amazing story of God
overcoming enmity. Through a series of
unlikely coincidences, a Vietnam era
fighter pilot Dan Cherry found the very F-
4 Phantom fighter he had flown decades
ago in two tours in Southeast Asia. He

founded it rusting amongst weeds at a
VFW hall.

The sight of the plane took him back to a dogfight in April of
1972 when he shot the wing off a North Vietnamese MiG-21.
Cherry remembered vividly seeing the other pilot with a broken
arm, but who was still by some miracle able to eject himself from
the plane and parachute to earth near Hanoi.

Years later, the memory launched Cherry on a search for that
North Vietnamese pilot. In 2008 Cherry found him. “"Welcome
to my country,” Nguyen Hong My said, “Glad to see you are in
good health. I hope we

can be friends.” Cherry

had dinner at his home,

met his family, held his

grandson. Hong My

later returned the favor

and visited Cherry in the

United States. Dying to

their old selves, the two

former enemies were

reborn as friends.’

Possible for us? No. Possible for God to change even enemies’
hearts? Yes.

Cherry and Hong My were in air combat, one of the more
impersonal forms of warfare and therefore easier to reconcile. Certainly
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