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Greetings!

Twenty years ago, the Rev. Dr. Suzanne Allen and I were serving together at St. Paul’s
UMC in Defiance, Ohio when the events of September 11, 2001 unfolded. My wife,
Patti, called me from her office and said she was hearing some chatter at work
regarding a plane crash. She then asked if I would step next door to the parsonage to
see what I could learn from TV reports. I remember my assistant, Jane Scott, and I
watching in horror as the second plane hit the South Tower of the World Trade
Center. The North Tower was already burning. It was very upsetting on a whole host
of levels, but also deeply personal. Both sides of our family have strong ties to the
NYC area and we both had extended family in the complex of buildings known as the
World Trade Center.

Most immediately impacted would have been one of my cousins who is a lawyer for
American Express at what was known at the time as Three World Financial Center.
Now the building is known by the address of 200 Vesey Street. I knew that my cousin
had a beautiful view from her office. Had she been at work that day, it would have
been a horrifying view.

The other person I knew who was on site is the brother-in-law of Patti’s sister’s
husband. He is a stockbroker, and he was in one of the two towers. He worked for a
firm on a lower floor of the building. All of us remember the devastation to the Kantor
Fitzgerald firm. He and his administrator were able to escape, ending up covered in all
that debris and white powder. As they walked to the battery, fire personnel hosed the
material off of them along with countless others. They boarded a ferry to the New
Jersey side and began a 9-hour walk to Princeton. No cellphone service, no public
transportation. The family was in a panic until they walked in the front door. And
remember those persons walking around Manhattan hospitals and streets with

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5FqdCskC0QE


photos of loved ones? His administrator was in one of those photos. She was reunited
with her boyfriend 3 days later. He thought she had perished in the fire and the
collapse of the structure.

The devastation of the towers and other buildings killed thousands. Early news
reports centered on emergency rooms and scenes of building rubble. Patti’s dad was
a chief estimator and project manager for several architectural firms in the metro
area. Walking with him in Manhattan was always a treat because his team was
involved in some famous NYC skyline projects. But he also was a bit of a specialist in
hospitals. News media reported frequently from a hospital that was one of their
projects and I recognized it immediately. It was another family connection to the
story.

Patti’s brother is a local Roman Catholic priest in the Trenton Diocese of central
NJ. His parish suffered 39 killed. He personally presided at 18 funerals. He shared that
the experiences he had as a pastor that day and the weeks and months following
were life changing in ways that it’s impossible to be prepared for. Everyone just put
one foot forward and moved through life one day at a time.

Back in Defiance Suzanne and I knew we had work to do. But what, how? Did we have
our own spiritual reserves to stand and lead our congregation and do so with other
leaders in our community? We decided that rather than preach the following Sunday
we would read scripture and let the Word stand on its own.

We read
Psalm 130 - Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord. Lord, hear my voice!
Psalm 23 – The Lord is my Shepherd
Romans 8 selected verses – Nothing can separate us from the love of God in
Christ Jesus.
John 14 selected verses – Do not let your hearts be troubled. Do not be afraid.

 
Reading the texts without commentary felt right to us then and still does today. We
read the texts antiphonally, slowly with intention, allowing the texts to speak for
themselves. 

The savvy reader of this devotion will recognize that these are funeral liturgy texts.
Indeed, they are, for something died in us that day. Not just one thing died, but many
notions died. Our national sense of invulnerability with two oceans separating us from
attack. The beginnings of Mr. Lincoln’s quotation of Jesus in Mark, chapter 3, and the
imperilment to a society that just can’t seem to appreciate its totality and must
demonize and marginalize people who are different than they are. What died is our
sensibility towards civility. If not completely dead, certainly it is on life support. I take
my hope in the liturgy from a line in the closing prayer – When all else fails, you still
are God.

In addition, we need to give voice to the happenings at the Pentagon in Washington
DC and the people onboard Flight 93 that crashed in Shanksville, PA. There are people
who have stories to remember and share about the people there. They will talk, too,
about those events and how they crossed their personal history and how it forever



changed their lives. I am sure that you will think about that day 20 years ago and how
it changed your life and the lives of the people you love.

In closing, I offer the texts Suzanne and I turned to, hoping they will provide some
comfort to you on the 20th anniversary of September 11, 2001.
 
Palm 130
Psalm 23
Romans 8: 1–2, 11, 14, 17–18, 28, 31–32, 35–39
John 14: 1–4, 18–19, 25–27
 
Prayer
God of us all, your love never ends.
When all else fails, you still are God.
We pray to you for one another in our need,
and for all, anywhere, who mourn with us this day.
To those who doubt, give light;
to those who are weak, strength;
to all who have sinned, mercy;
to all who sorrow, your peace.
Keep true in us
the love with which we hold one another.
In all our ways we trust you.
And to you,
with your Church on earth and in heaven,
we offer honor and glory, now and for ever. Amen.
(“A Service of Death and Resurrection” Copyright © 1979, 1980, 1985, 1989, 1992 UMPH)

Peace,

Rev. Dr. Todd D. Anderson, West Ohio Superintendent
Ohio River Valley District, United Methodist Church
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