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Across America today people will gather to remember the assault on our nation a decade ago. From New York City to every corner of this land citizens will come together to reflect and remember. The ten-year anniversary of 9/11 allows us to express our national sorrow again, to mourn once more those who perished that day. Our turn will be this afternoon at 2:00 on the steps of the Capitol.

Earlier this week Scott Black Johnston, the minister of Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City, described to me the liturgy he’s written for today’s worship in that congregation, where many people were directly affected by the attacks on September 11. This morning they began worship at 8:30 and will go until 11:00, pausing in silence at the very moment each tower was hit, stopping for quiet again when each collapsed, pausing in silence once more when the Pentagon was hit and when the plane went down in Pennsylvania. 

The names of those whose lives were lost will echo this day in a nationwide expression of grief. 

Over the years our sorrow as a people has broadened. Today we grieve not only the 3000 who died; we also mourn the lost moment of unity, that singleness of shared experience that washed over our country in the days following the attacks. At least for a time, we had a common destiny. Today we’re more divided than ever. We’re sorting ourselves into closed religious and social enclaves, into economic and political pockets out of which we rarely venture.

Ask someone what they remember about that time and they will tell you of social barriers coming down, of offers of help from people you did not know, of glances exchanged with strangers that spoke silently of oneness. We were in it together. The paradox of the evil that day is that it provoked an irresistible goodness in us. The attacks roused some basic human inclination to live peaceably in community, an instinct to protect one another, a deep urge to find significance to our life together and to share the conviction that something larger is at work among us. 

It was a religious experience. 

That extended moment pointed us toward the impulse of faith, toward a yearning for God. “As a deer longs for flowing streams,” the psalmist writes, “so my soul longs for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.” (Psalm 42:1-2a)

Ten years later we feel that same impulse again, if perhaps more faintly this time. So we gather. We pray together. We stand in silence. 

“When shall I come and behold the face of God?” the psalmist asks. “My tears have been my food day and night, while people say to me continually, "Where is your God?” (Psalm 42:2b-3)
We long for the sustenance that faith in Something or Someone beyond us offers. Where is our God? On this anniversary we all make an imagined pilgrimage to lower Manhattan to stand there on that consecrated ground, as if expecting an epiphany. 

Elizabeth Greenspan is an urban anthropologist who has spent the last decade interviewing visitors to Ground Zero. “Over the past ten years,” she writes, 

“[Ground Zero] has hosted more people, from more diverse backgrounds, than any other American locale…people of all ages and races, the rich and the poor, immigrants, East Coast liberals and Tea Partiers, …Christians, Jews, and Muslims, among others, not to mention downtown residents and victims' families.” 

“In our era of partisanship and divisiveness,” she goes on to say, 


“where people only spend time with others just like them, Ground Zero happens to be a 
place, perhaps the only place, at which all of these people feel like they belong.” 
(http://www.theatlantic.com/elizabeth-greenspan/)
The twin towers site has become a kind of cathedral to what we once had, to who we once were – a shrine to an America now lost. And so we go. We gather. We remember. We have become “the memory-keepers” of this day in our nation’s history. (The phrase is Edwidge Danticat’s: The New Yorker, September 12, 2011, p. 33.) Remembering is the work of religion. No one knows that better than the Jews. Religion holds in place the traditions, the values, and, most of all, the memory, of those who have gone before.  

It’s a strange and uncomfortable juxtaposition: religiously-motivated attackers stirring in us our own religious experience. We do have that in common with them: a shared human inclination to things of the spirit. But when religion produces that kind of deadly violence, who needs it? Who needs religion when it results in a hardening of hatred? Who needs religion when it drives us into our own tribes and our own exclusive orthodoxies? Who needs religion when it’s used as a weapon against others, or to shore up tyranny and bolster injustice?

That’s essentially the question raised by James, in his little letter to the church: “What good is it,” he writes, “if you say you have faith but do not have works? Can faith save you?” (James 2:14)
James wants to know who needs religion that does not give ample evidence of goodness. Who needs religion if it’s only a creed proclaimed and has nothing to show for it? 

No one needs religion like that. “If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food,” James says, “…and …you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.” (James 2:15-17)
If religion simply provides a way for us to encircle our cultural norms and values and exclude those who don’t share them, then we don’t need religion. If religion serves only to keep “the other” away from us and entrench our particular worldview, who needs religion like that? Where’s the hope in such a religious landscape? 

The Apostle Paul agrees with James. Paul says that the least religious among us – and this might come as good news to some of you here today – might actually turn out to be the most faithful to God. “For it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous in God's sight,” Paul writes, “but the doers of the law.”

Paul says that even those outside religion can know God’s law: “When Gentiles, who do not possess the law,” he says, “do instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law… show that what the law requires is written on their hearts.” (Romans 2:13-15)
A re-wording of that sentence would go like this: When those who do not have religion do instinctively what religion requires they show that what religion requires is written on their hearts.

That’s an extraordinary thing for Paul to say – that there are those outside the boundaries of religion who are faithful and whose lives are pleasing to God, even though they make no pretense to be believers. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer picked up on that same idea when he drew a distinction between religion and faith: religion, he argued, can actually push God to the margins by its insistence on itself. Faith, on the other hand, puts God at the center of our lives. Bonhoeffer called for a “religionless Christianity.” He spoke out against the church of his time for “having buried Jesus under a repelling heap of religiosity.” He argued, in fact, that Christianity was not a religion at all, but a relationship – a relationship with Jesus Christ, and through him and because of him, with those on the underside of history, those whom Bonhoeffer called “the little people,” “the insignificant ones.” (A Testament to Freedom [San Francisco: Harper, 1990], p. 8)

The world today could use a lot less religion and a lot more relationship, relationship that leads toward life, that offers light and hope, relationship that reflects the love God intends for us to share with one another. And certainly, in the long shadow of 9/11, our world needs religions that can learn to live together.

Last night the Basilica of St. Mary hosted an interfaith concert commemorating the tenth anniversary of 9/11. Leonard Bernstein was quoted in the concert program: “This will be our response to violence” he said: “to make music more intensely, more beautifully, more devotedly than ever before.” 

Perhaps our response to violence, maybe our best memorial to those who died, is for us to live without giving in to fear of the other. 

At least from the Christian perspective, being religious is less about following a particular doctrine or creed and more about living in right relationship with our neighbor, with the world, and, especially, with Jesus, through whom we know God. Our faith is defined by whom we ultimately trust.

This summer while in northern New Mexico I spent time with Celtic scholar and poet John Phillip Newell. One night about 100 of us gathered under the desert sky to celebrate the launch of his book, A New Harmony. There, beneath the stars and by the pale light of the moon, Newell told of being in another desert, in the Sinai, at St. Catherine’s Monastery, built in the fourth century. 

Newell and his wife had hiked up Mt. Sinai at dusk; he described hiking down the mountain at night: 

“In the moonlight [the monastery] looked as it might have looked at any time in its sixteen centuries. Although it held within its walls a Christian monastic community, a burning bush revered by Jewish pilgrims, and a mosque prayed in by Muslims from around the world, under the moon’s light it looked as one… When I walk under the light of the moon, I am at times almost speechless with wonder. Under the moonlight, life’s edges are not so sharply defined. The boundaries are less distinct. In the daylight, in contrast, I have much more to say because I am seeing everything more analytically. The parts are easily distinguished from the whole.” 

So much of our religious life today – and our political, economic, and social lives – but particularly our religious life, is characterized by a perceived need for the differentiation that comes with the consciousness of harsh daylight. We tend to want clearly defined boundaries; the world, however, would be better served by the kind of religious vision that sees with the soft edges of moonlight.

“The next day at St. Catherine’s,” Newell said, “under the scorching heat of the midday sun, I noticed Jewish pilgrims scolding their children for tearing off bits of the burning bush, Muslim attendants at the mosque barking out instructions for visitors to take off their shoes, and Christian monks avidly selling tickets so that pilgrims might view the ancient holy manuscripts. This was no longer moon-like consciousness. This was seeing by the light of day.” (A New Harmony [San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2011], p. viii-ix)
In religion, as elsewhere in our lives, we need both moon-like and sun-like perspectives on the world. The daylight view helps us know our own tradition and its particular wisdom. The moonlight, however, helps us have the longer, softer view that reminds us we are one with all other pilgrims on this earth.

At the end of the memorial concert at the Basilica last night we all processed out into the moonlit city, holding candles against the dark. The clergy, all of us friends, stood side-by-side in two parallel lines down the front stairs so people could pass through us. 

At one point an elderly gentleman leaving the church missed a step, stumbled past two Catholic priests and a couple Protestant pastors, tripped right by the Unitarian, and went lunging into the air down the steps. The two Muslim imams, one African-American, the other Egyptian-American, caught him. 

I’m sure it didn’t matter much to the man who it was that kept him from falling; he was simply glad to be on his feet again. 

It was a wonderful reminder of the value of religion by the light of the moon – and of the saving power of relationships. 

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Pastoral Prayer, Stephen Robertson
 

Ever-present God,

It is good for us to come together in this time of worship, this place of fellowship, 

and this community of service. Here we gather as friends and family, as a congregation, and as a community.

In a world where the ground shakes, the waters flood their banks, where winds batter, and fires rage, we need your comforting presence.

In our lands where economies are uncertain, where dictators rule, where politics divide us, where violence grips neighborhoods, and where children are hungry, we need your wisdom and direction.

In our lives, where relationships break down, where bodies ache and illness can be ongoing, where spirits languish and emotions suffer, we need your healing touch and reassuring strength.

In a time where planes crash and bombs explode and terror threatens, we need your hope.

Today we remember especially the events of 9-11-2001.We remember the lives that were taken by violence and terror, and those that gave themselves sacrificially in service to others.

We remember our military men and women that have served and those that have been sacrificed in the pursuit of peace. We remember the civilian victims of those wars, and the destruction which came upon those lands. We recognize the apprehension and fear that has gripped our individual lives, our communities, our nation, and our world since that tragic day.   

God, we come yearning for your Spirit of grace, your message of hope, and your call for peace to bring us together and heal the brokenness in our lives and in our world.

We give thanks that out of the ashes of death and destruction, you bring forth the promise and reality of new life. Heal our divisions, mend our wounds, uplift our spirits. Unify us as your children living together in your creation. Remind us of your message and promise of hope for tomorrow.  

Guide us to celebrate that which is unique in each of us, and not to be divided over that which is different between us. Help us to see that which is of Christ in each person we meet, regardless of their race, ethnicity, religious beliefs, national origin, or sexual orientation.

In the certainty of your promise made real in Jesus Christ, we offer our particular and personal prayers. We hold all those who are ill and recovering from surgery and infirmity in our prayers.

We praise you for the gift of new life, especially for the birth of Lucy Moran to parents Madelyn and Rich Nasser and Robert Anthony to parents Robert and Jeannine Befidi.
We lift up those grieving the death of friends and loved ones, including the family

of the Rev. Myra Carroll-Pezella and the congregation of Howard Lake Presbyterian Church where she was the pastor.

And we pray your guidance and Spirit will be with this congregation and all our ministries of education, mission and service, worship, fellowship, evangelism and congregational care for the year ahead.

Hear us now, as we come together and lift our voices, praying together the prayer which Jesus taught his disciples and us to pray together, saying:  “Our Father, who art in heaven…”
Who Needs Religion?  


Psalm 42; Romans 2:11-16; James 2:14-18�Timothy Hart-Andersen
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