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“15 Years Later:  What Have We Learned?”  Rom. 1:28-32; Ps. 46:1-7

 9/11/16 

 On the morning of Sept. 11, 2001, I was sitting in my office near 

Richmond, Virginia, when my secretary informed me that a plane had 

crashed into one of the towers of the World Trade Center in New York City.  

A few minutes later she reported that a second plane had crashed into the 

other tower.  We turned on the TV and watched as the buildings burned 

and eventually collapsed, and learned that still another plane had crashed 

into the Pentagon in Arlington, VA, and that a fourth plane had crashed in a 

field in Pennsylvania.  We later learned that passengers had fought against 

the hijackers on that plane, which was probably headed for the U.S. Capitol 

building. 

 In all, 2996 people died in the four coordinated attacks (including 343 

firemen and 72 law enforcement officers), and over 6000 people were 

injured.  There was over $10 billion in property and infrastructure damage, 

and the U.S. and global stock markets also took a hit.  All flights were 

suspended in the U.S. for three days.  There was a sense of vulnerability, 

fear, and anger, as we wondered who would do such a thing to us and why.  

And we worried about the possibility of more attacks.   

 Al Qaeda, an Islamist terrorist organization, was responsible for the 

attacks, although their leader, Osama Bin Laden initially denied 
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involvement.  The U.S. would go to war in Afghanistan in order to 

overthrow the Taliban, which had sheltered Al Qaeda and its operations.  

Bin Laden was eventually found and killed in Pakistan in May of 2011. 

 The attacks led to the creation of the Dept. of Homeland Security and 

the Transportation Security Administration.  It resulted in significant 

changes in the way we do many things, including travel by air.  It has cost 

us over $700 billion since 9/11 to fund these security enhancements. 

9/11 was, by any measure, one of the darkest days in our history as a 

nation.  But what have we learned since 9/11?  Here are a couple of 

thoughts. 

 First, evil is a real and powerful force in our world, and our ability to 

control its impact is limited.  On a global level, military incursions, 

education, and economic support have proved relatively ineffective in 

turning back evil ideologies that would do us harm.  This should not 

surprise us if we take the Bible seriously.  From the earliest chapters of 

Genesis, evil has been a problem, so much so that God destroyed the 

world he had made with a flood and started over!  Evil came right back. 

 The Psalmist frequently laments the problem of evil.  He complains of 

being pursued, hounded, and surrounded by his enemies.  The enemies of 

God’s people Israel- the Amorites, Philistines, Syrians, Assyrians, 

Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, and Romans- constantly harassed and 
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sometimes defeated and occupied them.  In the New Testament, peaceful 

Christians, many of whom renounced all forms of violence, were violently 

persecuted themselves.  The Bible is very realistic about the problem of 

evil. 

 And biblical writers recognized that evil is not just a matter of bad 

upbringing or entrenched national disputes.  It is also a matter of the heart.  

Paul pointedly describes our situation in Romans 1:  28And since they did 

not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind and 

to things that should not be done. 29They were filled with every kind of 

wickedness, evil, covetousness, malice. Full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, 

craftiness, they are gossips, 30slanderers, God-haters, insolent, haughty, 

boastful, inventors of evil, rebellious toward parents, 31foolish, faithless, 

heartless, ruthless. 32They know God’s decree, that those who practice 

such things deserve to die—yet they not only do them but even applaud 

others who practice them. (Rom. 1:28-32)  Left on our own, refusing to 

acknowledge that God is God and we are not, human hearts produce all 

kinds of evil. 

 Alexandr Solzhenitsyn spent years in a Soviet gulag as a political 

prisoner.  He saw evil firsthand.  But he refused to simply label some 

people as evil and others as good.  He wrote, “If only there were evil people 

somewhere, insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only 
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to separate them from the rest of us and destroy them.  But the line dividing 

good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being.  And who is 

willing to destroy a piece of his own heart?” 

 Evil is an intractable part of every human institution because 

institutions are designed and run by human beings, and every one of us is 

plagued by a serious tendency toward evil, a tendency that gets multiplied 

when we gain power over others.  9/11 has taught us the reality of evil and 

how extraordinarily difficult it is to eradicate or contain it. 

 It has also taught us that because of this, perfect security is an 

illusion in this world, and that attempts to attain it can be terribly costly for 

us.  We all want to be safe, to feel safe wherever we are.  That’s perfectly 

natural.  And politicians have become adept at exploiting our fears, casting 

blame, scapegoating certain groups, promising that if we only elect them, 

we will be safe. 

But the reality is that we can never be perfectly danger-free- whether 

we are in so-called dangerous places, like Iraq and Syria or our inner cities, 

or in our own homes, where much of the violence in our country takes 

place.  Nationally, we have spent enormous amounts of money to try and 

keep us safe.  We have engaged in seemingly endless wars, with 

tremendous accompanying costs of life and treasure.  And the attempt to 

find a military solution to our security problem continues.  Our planes 
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dropped bombs in five different countries just last weekend!  Military 

intervention has probably helped in some cases, and has not helped at all 

in others. 

 And, sadly, we have even been willing to compromise our core 

values- curtailing our freedoms and legal protections, and even justifying 

the use of torture- all to pursue and satisfy the god of security.  I believe 

that 9/11 and its aftermath has taught us that perfect security is an illusion 

in this world, and that it is dangerous to our souls to overreach in this area. 

 So, what do we do?  In a Calvin and Hobbes comic strip, 6 year-old 

Calvin is sitting on a swing at the school playground when Moe, the local 

bully, comes up and demands, “Get off the swing, Twinky!”  Calvin replies, 

“Forget it, Moe.  Wait your turn.”  In the next frame, Moe lives up to his 

reputation and hits Calvin with a tremendous punch, knocking him off the 

swing.  Lying on the ground, battered and bruised, while Moe plays on the 

swing, Calvin says, “It’s hard to be religious when certain people are never 

incinerated by bolts of lightning!” 

 The presence and force of evil in the world causes some people to 

doubt God.  They ask, “Where was God when those planes were being 

flown into the twin towers, when ISIS is ruling over and abusing innocent 

people in Syria and Iraq, and when the Taliban is gaining ground again in 

Afghanistan?”  In the Psalms, the writer often asked those same kinds of 
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questions, but in time he found hope.  He came to the conclusion that God 

had not abandoned him, but was right with him in the midst of his 

encounters with evil.  In the 46th Psalm he wrote: 

1God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. 

2Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, though the  

mountains shake in the heart of the sea; 

3though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble with its  

tumult. Selah 

4There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy  

habitation of the Most High. 

5God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved; God will help it when  

the morning dawns. 

6The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; he utters his voice, the  

earth melts. 

7The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.  (Ps. 46:1-7) 

“The Lord of hosts is with us.” Even when it seems like things are out 

of control, God is with us.  And Christians assert that things are never really 

out-of-control.  God allows humans a great deal of leeway, but ultimately, 

he is in control and in God’s own time, he will intervene and right all wrongs 

and bring peace and justice to our planet.  Even now, as the Psalmist 

reminds us, he is setting a table before us in the presence of our enemies.  

He is walking with us through the valley of the shadow of death.  And as 
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Jesus reminds us, just like God watches over the sparrows, he is watching 

over us and will never leave us. 

 That’s the Christian response to 9/11.  Yes, there are reasonable 

steps that we as individuals and that we as a country should take to 

minimize the risk that evildoers will harm us.  But we must always 

acknowledge, that ultimately, we are in God’s hands, and that our sense of 

security lies in that knowledge.  Once again, we turn to the Psalmist, who 

wrote, “Some trust in horses and others in chariots, but we trust in the Lord 

our God.” (Ps. 20:7) 

In the movie, “The Hobbit,” the great wizard Gandalf is speaking to 

the elf queen, Galadriel.  She wonders why he has chosen a mere Hobbit, 

a halfling named Bilbo Baggins, to carry out a vitally important mission in 

the fight against overwhelming evil.  Gandalf responds, some “believe it is 

only great power that can hold evil in check, but that is not what I’ve found.  

I’ve found it is the small things- everyday deeds by ordinary folk- that keeps 

the darkness at bay.  Simple acts of kindness and love.” 

That sounds a lot like Jesus, doesn’t it?  Our primary call in 

dangerous times is to reject despair, and be the people of God, following 

the example of Jesus in our interactions with others- even those who are 

different from us- trusting that God will always be with us. 


