September 16, 2001   
"A Changeless God for a Changing World"  Hebrews 13:8

Remembering the bombing of New York and Washington D.C.

So much has happened in this past week with the terrorist bombings in New York and Washington DC which claimed the lives of  thousands in an instant. People have struggled to compare this against other tragedies our United States has experienced-to Pearl Harbor, because it was an attack upon us suddenly from foreign lands; to the civil war when in a single day so many had shed their blood on American soil; to Oklahoma City where explosives in one truck brought down the Murrah Federal Building, killing so many innocent civilians.

The truth is that this is an event that stands all by itself-another date that will go down in infamy in American history.

One word seems to come up again and again, and that is the word "change."  Think about all the footage you've seen-you are not able to forget it-and the endless commentary, and think about how often you've heard the word "change."

 "The age of innocence is over; we have changed."

"After these bombings, we are living in a new era--we will live our lives differently from here on out." "Everything is different now--as a nation we are changed."

You have changed, haven't you-to some degree-with the events of this past week. You've changed.

Will you ever be able to look at a jumbo jet without thinking of that as a potential cruise missile capable of mass destruction?

Will you think of the passengers or pilots and wonder their fate? Will you not hesitate, not the very slightest, when you think about boarding a flight of your own?

When you see a skyscraper, will you think of the wonders of architectural technology, or will you see it as a vulnerable deathtrap a target for terrorist thugs? 

When you see a stranger, especially of a different color or noticeable ethnic background, will you not harbor a suspicion? 

When you look at your children or grandchildren or the youth of our day, do you see promising futures, brilliant contributions to society-or do you see them clothed in military garb, off to fight in a distant campaign? 

When you look around your yard, do you see the wonderful landscape, or has the retaining wall become a bunker?

Have you thought about such things? Quite possibly you have thought about one or more of these things. And if you have then you have been changed.  Great traumatic events will do that.  

In this way too, the enemy has conquered, for he has put terror in your life.  The enemy aimed to do that as well as to avenge the perceived wrongs of the United States and to wreak destruction. The enemy wanted to instill fear; and it is fear that gives the edge for the enemy. Your confidence is weakened. So is your resolve. You hold back where you ought to go forward. The enemy has half of the next battle won already. He has changed you and your world.

Who is the enemy?  Is it Osama ben Laden? Is it the Islamic world-the radical Taliban, chasing their jihad, their holy war?

On one front, these answers might be true. 

Let us not forget another front on which change takes place.  We have experienced how others in the world can change our outlook, our thoughts, our actions. You and I have seen it thrust upon us and our American world.  What of the evil creeps up and snares us; do we take notice of that?  Do we? Then consider how evil has advanced through the world with the covering of a smile-within the past century. Hitler is of course the premier figure who rose to power with the belief that a super race could (and would!) rule the world. He was welcomed by many in Europe, in Asia-as well as by many in America-as the savior for the faltering Germany. Forget the rumored campaigns he was beginning to implement-herding up his own citizens into work camps, soon to be death camps. Forget the advances he made as he began to enlarge his territory. He was doing good, he was powerful-and he could smile. World War 2 was fought to drive him back and annihilate his work. By the grace of God, that came about-but after much cost of human life and much expense for America and allied nations.

The same kind of totalitarianism exists around the world, whether it be in the form of Islamic dictatorships or communism - it is defended and in some instances encouraged, for on the face of things it seems okay.

Even in the face of death, we can look in the face of evil and believe it is good or potentially good. It's what we want to believe. Among the conversations reported throughout this week, I recall the one about a woman speaking to her husband on her cell phone; she told him that her flight was being hijacked-she also seemed to be saying that the hijackers were assuring her that things would be okay. 

As America deals with this crisis, you will hear much talk about the human resolve: that with much determination, we will see our way through as Americans. That is a nice thought-and a healthy one, no doubt, as we rally as a nation. However, when you are asked to think about the human resolve to do good, think also about the human resolve to do evil: to lie, and deceive, to kill and destroy. And remember that the same resolve to do good can be equaled with the same resolve to do evil. If we are convinced of this, we will not merely trust in our own strength to do good, to right wrongs, to avenge the lives of untold thousands, we will look to God.

It is God who informs us of goodness. It is God who created man and who knows what man has become. Clearly, we must not trust man, for even while doing good, man can and will have his own interests at heart.  God knows how wavering we are in our opinions, and how faithless we can become. God gives us his holy Word: do we hear it and take it to heart? God gives us a place to gather in his Word: Do we gather? God places faith within our hearts by the power of his Holy Spirit, even in the gift of Baptism: Do we let that faith prosper and grow or do we let it whither on the vine? God gives us sustenance and strength in the Lord's Supper: Do we come to the banquet, or settle for junk food?

God knows how changeable we are. He knows we are not as strong as we suppose. That is why he continues to visit our hearts. He comes because he knows we truly can be changed-effectively changed, eternally changed-as we rely on that which he has given: namely, his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.  

That is our text for today. It comes from the Epistle Reading: "Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever." (Hebrews 13:8) It hinges on scripture elsewhere that says, "I am the Lord, I change not." It is this basic premise on which we base our faith; from here the Bible gives us images we hold onto: That God is a rock-as we stand with him, we are not moved. That God is a fortress-the battle wages beyond the walls, but we are safe within; we are not to be shaken. We also have the wonderful image of God as the Shepherd who gathers his flock-it was this image that our President chose to include in his speech to the nation, reminding us that "Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death , I will fear no evil, for thou art with me-thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of my enemies; my cup runneth over.." God is that Good Shepherd who keeps his flock from all things that would scatter them or have them destroyed.

Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. He was at the foundation of the world; by him all things came into existence. He saw the fall of man--changeable man: man endowed with a free will, who chose to give up the precious image of God for something that promised to be God's equal. Unchangeable Jesus was there to be the foundation of man's salvation. Changeable man loved God one minute and ignored him the next; nevertheless, unchangeable Jesus was the one who brokered the covenant of peace. Jesus, unchangeable Jesus, was the one who came knowing that changeable man would praise and laud the Christ one instant and would allow him to suffer and die the next. Nevertheless, Jesus remained the changeless love of God, the changeless resolve of God to deliver his people from their sins; he resumed the path to the cross with a greater determination of Satan, who would relentlessly test that resolve, and with a passion that would be greater than that of any of his enemies. 

Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. He is your savior from sin, death and destruction. He is your focus when the world suddenly closes in-or closes out. He is the one who forgives you your sin, your waywardness, your wavering faith. He is the one who comes and gives you something that never changes, which is kept in heaven for you --the precious inheritance that can never be taken away.  And I tell you that those who were destined for destruction here on earth saw this same Jesus waiting for them, even as the world around them fell away or descended upon them.

Yes, when we trust in this world or the things of this world, we find ourselves holding an empty bag-and that is what we will always find when we trust in man. Blessed are you when you see things as God would have you see them. 

Earlier I mentioned that God is described as a fortress; Psalm 67 does just that. As Psalm 67 closes, there is a precious word that settles on your heart-a nice phrase that lingers on your mind: "One thing God has spoken, two things have I heard:  that you, O God, are strong, and that you, O Lord, are loving.  Surely you will reward each person according to what he has done."

God is our fortress and strength. That is unchanging. And so is his love and grace. It truly is new to us every morning.

As we leave this church and eventually head home we will be hearing again the voices that remind us that we are a changing nation in a changing world-that our lives will be changed with this traumatic bombing. Do not listen too closely to the voices of this world: though much of what they say may be accurate in part, it is not accurate as a whole. The world may be changed by this event, the course of our nation may indeed be changed, our lifestyle may be hampered-indeed changed. But this is change brought by fear of man. The one who listens too closely to this voice will live in fear and in doubt and in desperation and despair. The world indeed changes daily-and yet in so many ways remains the same: steeped in sorrow and pain, muddied and muddled in sin. The one who hears God's voice hears the unchanging message of hope, based in forgiveness through the life of his Son, Jesus Christ. Whoever hears that voice and follows in faith, will not perish but have everlasting life: abundant life as God will give it to all who believe. 

I close with a hymn verse given by a friend--a member of this congregation--who has held this hymn as precious since the time he heard it some twenty years ago. He shared it with me and suggested it would fit nicely in the message for Sunday: indeed it does, indeed it does. It is the third verse of "This Is My Father's World."

This is my Father's world, O let me ne'er forget 

That though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the Ruler yet. 

This is my Father's world: the battle is not done; 

Jesus who died shall be satisfied and Earth to Heaven be one.

Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. 

The Lord who brought you to faith will keep you constant in faith and hope and love, to life everlasting. 


In Jesus' name. Amen.

And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

