ON A JOURNEY September 12, 2001

Terror

By Tom Ehrich

"The Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, 'This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.'" (Luke 15.2, from the Gospel for Sunday)
----------

Our training event and lighthearted mood ended instantly when a trainee fielded a call from Pittsburgh and informed us, "Terrorists attacked the World Trade Center!"

A trainee from Manhattan ran to a pay phone at our hotel near Washington DC. I joined dozens watching CNN's remarkable video of 110-story towers burning and crumbling.

We watched flames engulf the Pentagon - just down the road, grim and sobering.

Time to go home. Time to stand with our families. We packed up our computers, marveled at how sunny and peaceful suburban Maryland looked, and charted a city-avoiding route home.

The Shenandoah Valley of Virginia looked lovely and unchanged. In a Burger King, patrons watched CNN and exchanged muted assurances over Whoppers.

For eight hours, we listened to National Public Radio. We needed to know whether our government was still functioning. We needed to know if a next wave of attacks had begun.

Rumors came and went. Remaining and deepening, however, were the horror. Firemen and policemen dying as they raced into danger to save the dying. Hospital triage centers set up in the hope that there would be living people to triage, not just bodies to tag. People choosing to jump 90 stories rather than burn. The Pentagon torn open and the Secretary of Defense carrying wounded. A fourth crash near Pittsburgh. Some politicians sounding small and unreliable.

I found my family at soccer practice. My little boy was racing to defend his goal from an attacker dribbling a ball. My wife and I exchanged a hug deeper than the usual welcome-home embrace. Our older sons - draft age – checked in. I called my parents.

At home, my son did his homework, preparing for a future that now looks different. I remembered teaching his class last Friday how America could build its cities in the open, because we have lived at peace with our neighbors and not had to deal with foreign attacks. Today, aircraft carriers are stationed offshore New York City and Washington.

Too many questions. Are we at war? Who is our enemy? Will our leaders know how to respond? Will the economy nosedive? Will a populace unaccustomed to sacrifice turn bitter, hostile to immigrants, and vengeful? Will we find those bedrock values and freedoms cited in the day's hastily crafted speeches?

It is, I believe, a time for stories - to recount where we were when we heard, to know our feelings, to listen to each other, and to wonder aloud. It is a time to remain in the open, not to hide.

It will be a time for conflict. Missiles will fly, troops will move, more will die. Some warfare will happen far from home, with a few brave men and women on site and most of us watching CNN. But now a line has been crossed - a line we had not known was so easily crossed - and our own soil faces danger.

I doubt that it is a time for large and important words. We need facts, not profundity. We need measured and wise action, not rage and a rush to retaliate. We need to separate what we know from what we fear. We need to give blood, shelter strangers, save the wounded, honor the dead, and protect the Islamic in our midst from becoming scapegoats.

We need to honor our soldiers and sailors, whose underpaid lives will be laid on the line.

Politicians will turn to blaming. It seems all they know to do. Headline seekers will leak information, those with a taste for demagoguery will point accusing fingers. Some will pick up the President's language of good versus evil. Rhetoric will escalate.

Christians will speak with many voices, some frighteningly certain. We are masters at blaming. We know the good-vs-evil gambit. We know the conviction which motivates the Osama bin Ladens of this world. We, too, have killed in the name of God, we have destroyed lives in pursuit of right opinion, we have enshrined hatred, we have ignored how Jesus welcomed sinners and ate
with his enemies.

We, of all people, should be reciting psalms and telling stories, not mounting our pulpits. We know too well the horror that can come from righteous wrath.

