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One of the stories in this week’s run-up to the anniversary of 9/11 was a tale 

about an American flag. On 9/11, three firefighters were photographed raising a 

U.S. flag in the rubble of the World Trade Center. And the moment was captured 

on film. At the time, the photographer said the picture didn’t really stand out to 

him. He said, “Three men raising a flag paled in comparison to thousands of 

people dying and two buildings falling to the ground.” He said it wasn’t the best 

picture he ever took. But, this is the key, he said, “It is the photo with the most 

meaning.”  1

Later that night, “The photograph was [sent] to the Associated Press … and 

[within hours it] wound up on front pages and magazine covers around the world,” 

even drawing comparisons with the picture of six men raising a flag at Iwo Jima in 

WWII.  Because on 9/11 the image of a flag being raised in the midst of the rubble 2

captured both the pain & the hope of an entire nation. And then, just a few days 

later, the flag vanished. “How it disappeared remains a mystery.” How it 

reappeared is also a mystery. An unknown man just left it at a fire station on the 

other side of the country & after all kinds of testing when the flag’s authenticity 

was confirmed, it was delivered to the 9/11 Memorial that stands at ground zero 

today.  

Here’s what the President of the 9/11 Memorial had to say: “We had always 
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hoped this special flag and its story would be shared with our millions of annual 

visitors coming from around the world.” Because, “In the darkest hours of 9/11 

when our country was at risk of losing all hope, the raising of this American flag 

by our first responders helped reaffirm that the nation would endure, would recover 

and rebuild, that we would always remember and honor all of those who lost their 

lives and risked their own to save others.”  It’s pretty amazing for one photograph 3

to capture all that. But it did. Because even though it wasn’t necessarily the best 

picture, it was the one with the most meaning. 

Another way of putting it is that a picture of a flag at ground zero was an 

icon. Icons are more than pictures. Icons move us. Icons compel us & reassure us. 

And most of all, they invite us into a deeper relationship & deeper participation 

with the greatest joys, the greatest tragedies, & the greatest mysteries of our lives. 

So on this 15th anniversary of one of our nation’s darkest hours, it’s no wonder that 

we’re still living with icons of 9/11; a day that shook some of our greatest 

certainties; a day that inflicted great suffering & pain; a day that also inspired hope 

for our future. It’s pretty amazing for one photograph to capture all that. But it did. 

And here’s the key. It wasn’t necessarily the best picture, but it was just the one 

with the most meaning.  

That statement is true whether we’re talking about icons of our national life, 

or the icons of our church. That statement is why we celebrate the lives of 
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Christian icons like John Chrysostom, our patron saint. You see, it’s easy to look at 

any saint, like ours, and to see they aren’t always the best persons. Chrysostom was 

anti-semitic and he attacked Jews regularly in his teaching. As a young man he 

betrayed a close friends & ran away when he was needed most. He was extreme in 

his piety & permanently damaged his physical health. He wasn’t necessarily the 

best person, but in his generation, he was a Christian whose life had some of the 

most meaning. That’s why we call him an icon. That’s why we honor him as a 

saint.  

Bc in a time when the Church was becoming famous, he was a man who 

didn’t seek fame. In a time when the Church was obscenely wealthy, he was a man 

who didn’t seek wealth. In fact, he gave it away. In a time that was ruled by the 

most ruthless politicians, he was a man who fearlessly attacked corruption. In a 

time when the Church could easily have become one more department of state, he 

was a man who revealed the beauty & power of Christ’s compassion, simplicity & 

love. He wasn’t necessarily the best person, but in his generation, Chrysostom was 

a Christian whose life had some of the most meaning for his day.  

And today each of our readings invite us to do the same. None of our 

readings today are necessarily inviting us to be the best people in our generation, 

but they are inviting us to be people whose lives are filled with great meaning for 

our generation; people filled with God’s compassion, simplicity & love. Here’s 

how it works. Our readings from Jeremiah & Luke are directed at people living 
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through some of their nation’s darkest hours. In Jeremiah, the situation is even 

more dire than we experienced on 9/11. In Jeremiah, the nation is already lost. The 

walls have been breached, cities are in ruin, people have been exported to another 

land. And for those who are left, their lives have become a kind of survival of the 

fittest. Small bands of rebels are trolling the countryside grabbing power wherever 

they can.  

And one of those groups finds the prophet Jeremiah. One of those groups 

asks Jeremiah for help. The thing is that we already know they don’t really care. 

They’re not really looking for instruction. They’ve already made up their minds 

what they’re going to do. They’re just using Jeremiah to rally more support - 

because after all, the common people tend to listen to prophets, even grumpy ol’ 

prophets like Jeremiah. The passage is dripping with sarcasm. But the amazing 

thing is that despite all the false pretenses & hypocrisy Jeremiah still reveals the 

beauty & the power of God’s compassion. Compassion may have a little to do 

with our feelings, but it’s mostly about our actions. And Jeremiah reveals 

compassion for people who are just using him by bringing them before God in 

prayer.  

Today in the darkest hours when his people were on the verge of losing all 

hope, instead of rubbing their their faces in their own hypocrisy, Jeremiah shows 

compassion when he prays. He does it, he brings these hypocrites to God, even 

when they refuse to listen. Jeremiah wasn’t the best person in his generation, but 
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he was a prophet whose life had some of the most meaning for his day. And this 

reading is inviting us to do the same. Whether it’s the suffering of our nation or the 

pain of our neighbor, whenever our world is suffering darkness & devastation, we 

don’t sit around judging people’s sincerity or motivation. We’re invited to bring 

them before God out of compassion & pray. That’s Jeremiah. 

The Gospel of Luke is also directed to people living through a nation’s 

darkest hours. Except in the Gospel, they don’t know that trouble is coming. 

Because more than 600 years after Jeremiah Jesus is describing people who think 

they’ve figured out how to tame the beast; how to live with enemies who oppress 

them, and maybe even to get something out of it in the process. But Jesus unmasks 

any false hopes by telling them that trouble is on the way.  

Because they haven’t really tamed the beast & eventually they’re going to 

poke the beast with a stick one too many times and end up incurring its wrath. In 

the midst of those trials, in the midst of their darkest hours Jesus invites them to 

reveal the beauty & power of simplicity by testifying to their faith. In the midst 

of any future devastation or destruction that comes their way, the only instruction 

he gives them, is to be people of simplicity who testify to their faith. He doesn’t 

tell them to build weapons or to write speeches. He merely tells them to reveal the 

simplicity of their faith. Jesus wasn’t necessarily inviting them to be the best 

people of their day, but he’s inviting them to be people who stopped worrying about 

working the system to their advantage; instead, when their world comes crashing 
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down he simply invites them to confess their trust in God no matter what darkness 

they faced. And today this reading is inviting us to do the same. Whatever darkness 

or pain may be on the horizon of our world, we’re invited to become people who 

stop trying to game the system for our advantage. Instead, we’re invited to profess 

our trust in God through the simple confession of our faith.  

Jeremiah & Jesus are giving us the big picture today. They’re both extending 

invitations and showing us what it looks like to become living icons in the midst of 

any darkness, suffering or pain. They give us the big picture whenever our world 

comes crashing down. And St. Paul shows us how it plays out in our immediate 

communities like family & church. Jeremiah & Jesus show us the big picture when 

nations come tumbling down. St. Paul narrows everything down to our immediate 

community and the people we rub shoulders with every day.  

Because if we never learn to become living icons in our immediate 

community, with all the daily & hourly frustrations that fill our days, then it’s naive 

to think we’ll ever respond with compassionate prayer & faithful simplicity when 

our greatest certainties are shaken, or when we suffer great pain. So Paul invites 

us to be people who are ready for anything that comes our way by revealing 

the beauty & power God’s love. You see, Paul wasn’t writing to any people who 

were grappling with the destruction of their nation. He was writing to a small, 

irrelevant community that was practically drowning in it’s own pride, hypocrisy, 

and blame. And Paul invites them to become people of love. He invites them to 
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focus less on fancy words or lofty visions that help them game the system for their 

advantage. Instead he invites them to practice patience, kindness, humility, and 

generosity. He invites them to reveal a love that “bears all things, believes all 

things, hopes all things, endures all things,” (1Cor. 13.7). It’s the only way they’ll 

ever be ready for any darkness or suffering that comes their way. Paul isn’t 

demanding any of them to be the best people in the world, but he is inviting them to 

overflow with the beauty & power of God’s love.  

It’s the only way we’ll ever become icons of hope for the world. Each of 

these readings on the feast of our patron saint invite us to become icons for the 

world, like a flag being raised in the midst of rubble. Jeremiah & Jesus show us 

what it looks like when everything we hold dear comes crashing down, and Paul 

shows us how to get ready by becoming people who learn to love one another in 

the smallest circumstances today.  

We’re a still a nation that lives with icons. We’re still a nation that looks for 

icons that move us, that compel us & reassure us. We’re still a nation desperate for 

icons that invite us into deeper communion & deeper relationships with the 

greatest joys, the greatest tragedies & the greatest mysteries of our lives. It’s no 

wonder that we’re still living with the icons of 9/11; like a flag being raised in the 

midst of the rubble. And today, on the 15th anniversary of one of our nations 

darkest hours, you & I are invited to become living icons of Christ.  

Like the prophet Jeremiah, we’re invited to affirm God’s enduring 
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compassion on the other side of any failure, rejection or pain. Like Jesus, we’re 

invited to share the beautiful simplicity of our faith & trust in God - whatever we 

face. Like Paul, we’re invited to reveal God’s love with all the people around us 

today; a love that bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all 

things. We’re not invited to be any better than anyone else, but in the midst of our 

small communities & our national tragedies, we’re invited to be people who reveal 

the greatest meaning of our lives in God’s compassion, simplicity, and love. And 

someday, when the history of our generation is written, people may look at us & 

say, we weren’t necessarily the best people, but thanks be to God, they might say 

we were people that were willing to share some of the greatest meaning of our day. 

Amen. 

 


