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September 11, 2016, 17
th

 Sunday after Pentecost 

God’s Work, Our Hands Sunday 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: Jesus enters even the worst places in the world to save others. 

At this time today fifteen years ago, we were in a state of shock and panic.  I don’t think any of 

us who were alive then will ever forget the horror of the September 11 attacks.  Many of you 

probably can remember where you were when the attacks happened.  I was starting the day with 

my 6
th

 grade English class.  The teacher, Mrs. Beechuk, brought us in, allowed us to be seated, 

and then slowly and hesitantly began, “There are some people who don’t like us.”  And then she 

turned on the TV, and for the first time, we saw the images of the Twin Towers up in smoke.   

9/11 was a day that for me, and I think for many of us, profoundly shaped the way we see the 

world.  I think it’s fair to say that it is the darkest day in this generation’s national history. 

It took so long to move on from that day, and make no mistake, we are changed.  It remains the 

stark reminder that, as my teacher said, “There are some people who don’t like us.”  It was a 

turning point.   

Another one of my teachers, Old Testament professor Brooks Schramm describes the moment in 

today’s story from Exodus in similar terms.  He says that in the entire Old Testament, our story 

today is the moment of deepest gravity.   

God has brought the people out of slavery in Egypt.  Moses has gone up Mt Sinai to receive the 

Ten Commandments, the hallmark of God’s new covenant with the people of Israel.  As he is 

about to come down, he realizes what has happened.  The people think that something is wrong 

with Moses, and they give up on Moses and the God he serves.  They create a new god: the 

golden calf, declaring, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up, out of the land of 

Egypt.”  And they eat, drink, and make merry.   

What will God do?  God is furious.  By his words, he even disowns the people: “Look at what 

your people have done, Moses.”  He finally is determined to destroy them and make a clean start 

with Moses.  “Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may 

consume them; and of you I will make a great nation.”   

Whatever exactly God has in mind for the people, it is clear that he is about to abandon them.  

The entire future of Israel, of Judaism, and later of Christianity is at stake in this one turning 

point. 

And all eyes are on Moses.  What will Moses do?  What would the rest of us do in his situation?  

Well, in a similar turning point in the Bible, Noah is given the warning that God’s about to 

destroy everyone and start over with him, and he is obedient.  He believes God about the flood, 
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and he builds the ark.  Moses, though, does something different.  At this turning point, Moses 

shows true bravery.  Faced with an angry God who is ready to consume everyone except for him, 

Moses doesn’t go along or let God alone.  He doesn’t play it safe.  Moses rushes in. 

Moses rushes in and argues with God.  He pleads with God on behalf of the people.  Faced with 

a turning point, Moses shows true bravery.  He takes real risks on behalf of others.  In a scene of 

destruction, it’s Moses who turns his face toward this disaster and rushes in to save others.   

In our turning point as a nation, September 11, we had people who took similar risks.  When 

faced with the deadly fires of the Pentagon or the Twin Towers, firefighters, police officers, 

EMTs, and paramedics didn’t run away.  They didn’t go back to their own families; some of 

them never made it back.  But they rushed in to the face of this overwhelming evil.  Into a hell of 

fire, smoke, debris, and pleading, dying bodies, our first responders rushed in to save others.   

One remarkable story that ELCA Presiding Bishop Eaton told at Churchwide Assembly is of a 

New York City Lutheran pastor who served as the chaplain of a fire company.  Before the 

firefighters went in, he prayed for them, and anointed them: putting oil on their foreheads and 

making the sign of the cross.  As the firefighters rushed into the blaze, those they saved 

remembered that the oil crosses could be seen glowing on their foreheads.   

I get chills down my spine when I think of that story.  I get chills down my spine because that’s 

what the Gospel is for us.  That cross that those firefighters were marked with, we are marked 

with, too.  In baptism, we are sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked with the cross of Christ 

forever.   

It is the cross of Jesus Christ.  It is the cross that Jesus didn’t avoid.  Faced with numerous 

opportunities to seek another way, faced with the hour of doubt in Gethsemane, faced with a 

chance to say the right words and free himself before Pilate, faced with a taunt that the Son of 

God should be able save himself from the cross, Jesus Christ didn’t turn back.  When his eyes 

first saw the tree waiting for him on Golgotha, he did the bravest thing possible.  He did the most 

loving thing possible.  He sacrificed himself.  He rushed toward the cross, rushed toward the cold 

tomb, and even rushed towards the fires of the descent to hell, all to save others: even all of us 

gathered here: you and me.     

When I think of love, bravery, and sacrifice, I think of the countless others who have gone before 

us: from Moses in the Old Testament to first responders in our time.  At turning points in our 

lives, the Gospel calls us all to witness to Jesus’s actions on the cross.  We Christians marked 

with Christ’s cross are called to show love, bravery, and sacrifice, too.  We Christians who are 

Christ’s body, his feet and his hands, are called to enter even the toughest places to save others, 

the places where Christ enters.  His cross that we wear on our foreheads doesn’t just shine in 

worship at 10am on Sundays, but throughout our community in Jefferson County and even 

throughout the world.  In your daily vocations, whether you’re a firefighter or working at VSG or 

Grote or at a school, your cross glows.  The cross glows with the warm love of the sacred heart 
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of Jesus to our fellow congregation members, to our family and friends, to those we don’t know, 

and even to those people who don’t like us.  And the cross is bravely and boldly displayed 

whenever our hands remind someone that God has not abandoned your home, your community, 

or your life.  He comes right into it.     

The church also is at a turning point.  And today is a great reminder of that.  A reminder that we 

are called to turn from within these walls outside to others who need us: to rush into the moments 

of deepest gravity and to the places and people in our world who need to feel the love of the 

Gospel the most.  When we do that, we will find that Christ is already there, working to save all 

of us.  Amen.      


