September 12, 2001. Yesterday was tragic as we all saw vivid images of terrorism in action.  Some of us were able to cry immediately over the tragedy, while others like myself, were simply stunned.  Personally, the mass destruction had an unreal quality about it—I couldn’t get my mind around it.


Sally phoned me in the morning and told me to turn on the TV—most any channel.  The evil of such action defies words to describe.  My first thoughts included those for my neighbor, Moe, a Lebanese Arab and practicing Muslim.  We know each other cordially and have visited each other in our respective homes.  I couldn’t do anything about this national tragedy but pray.  But then I got the distinct impression that I should walk up the road and see Moe.  I was wondering how he must feel—an Arab in a foreign country, with Americans left with little doubt about who caused the chaos.  Unfortunately and unfairly, some people have used the terms “Arab” and “terrorist” almost interchangeably.  


So yesterday morning I walked up the road and into Moe’s driveway.  Both his cars were visible, so I knew he was home and not at work.  Though hot outside, all doors and windows were closed and the window blinds drawn shut.  Then I heard Moe call out my name from the shade of a tree on the north side of his lawn.  I turned and saw Moe standing alone armed with a shotgun, although he wasn’t pointing it at me.  Possibly he was defending his home, though I don’t know and didn’t ask, as I ignored the gun.  Moe was afraid to go to work or to send his children to school this day.  Would the Americans become outraged at all Arabs?


While I approached Moe I asked how he was doing. 

 “Haven’t you heard what has happened?  It is bad, it is bad, Bob” he said with heavy accent while shaking his head.  I replied that I had heard, that it was a great tragedy, but that I wanted him to know that I felt most Americans were fair minded and would not generalize about all Arabs, that I sure felt that way.  Moe seemed relieved, but continued to hold the shotgun.  He said that his wife was in the house with his children and that she had been crying, that they had all been crying together on this morning.


Moe explained that he was an educated Muslim; that he no way sympathized with such action.  I felt that he was distancing himself from the lunatic fringe of the Muslim faith.  I thought of the parallel to our own Christian culture: educated Christians tend to live out their faith in a liberal, socially responsible way.  It is the fringe, far right Christians who tend to be the troublemakers. Moe seemed bewildered by the senseless violence as he made reference to the Koran; that such horrific terrorism is never taught within its pages under any circumstances.  He said the Koran teaches that if one sheds innocent blood, that person could never see paradise. 


We talked for about a half hour, standing under the shade tree on his front lawn, grieving together.  His little two year old, Moses, came running out along with his older brother both apparently oblivious to the tragic events just unfolding within the adult world.  The children relieved the tense and awkward atmosphere.  Mo and I relaxed a little. Enough so that I asked Moe if we could pray together.


Moe said yes to this. I invited him to pray but indicated he wanted me to pray.  As I began to pray aloud, Moe laid the gun on the lawn and bowed his head.  I can’t remember much of what I prayed, other than the first and the last of the prayer.  I addressed the deity as the God of our fathers, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Jesus and Muhammad.  I ended the prayer by praying in the name of the great God, “whose name is One”.  I can’t remember much said in between, but when I finished, Moe continued to bow his head and began praying in Arabic for a minute or two.  When he finished, he said “Amen” and I said “Amen.”  Moe offered to shake my hand in parting but I instinctively stretched out my arms and we embraced instead.  Moe seemed relieved and thankful.


I left Moe’s front yard and walked back down the road.  I marveled at the grace God had just shed upon two neighbors, the first of other glimpses of light and redemption seen yesterday, and contrasted against the black backdrop of pure evil.  There were the people who jammed the lobby of the Portland National Red Cross, with others lined down the street, all desiring to give their blood, a part of their very lives.  There were so many volunteers, Red Cross workers were giving those lined on the sideway appointments to be filled days later.  St. Vincent’s hospital in New York swelled with doctors and nurses who came in from other areas to attend to the sick and dying.  My guess is that these heartfelt displays of compassion and light, those that have happened and those forthcoming, will become innumerable.  Surely they represent a combined victory over yesterday’s darkness, because light can never finally be defeated by darkness.  Maybe it takes a tragedy to bring us to this eternal realization.

Thankfully, I noticed Moe’s car gone this morning.
