
Perhaps it’s when we try to make God useful in crises that we take the fir st
steps towards the great lie of religion: the god who fits our agenda.
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PROLOGUE: Williams describeshisexperiencesonSeptember11:

On September11, I wasin a building usedby thestaff of Trinity Churcha coupleof
blocksaway from theWorld TradeCenter, with a groupof peopleplanningto record
severalhoursof discussionaroundissuesof spirituality . . . We wereinterrupted.We
learnedandreceivedaverygreatdealfrom eachotherin thehoursthatfollowed. . .

After the11th,whatarewepreparedto learn?

1 LAST WORDS: Williams contraststwo very differentformsof lastwordson
thatday: the“messagessentby passengerson theplanesto their spousesandfam-
ilies in the desperatelast minutes,andthe spiritualadviceapparentlygiven to the
terroristsby oneof their number, thethoughtsthatshouldbein their mindsasthey
approachthedeaththey havechosen.”

The religiouswordsare, in the cold light of day, the wordsthat murderersaresay-
ing to themselvesto make a martyr’s dreamout of a crime. Thenonreligiouswords
aretestimony to what religiouslanguageis supposedto be about— the triumph of
pointless,gratuitouslove, theaffirming of faithfulnessevenwhenthereis nothingto
bedoneor salvaged.

It shouldgiveuspause,especiallyif we think wearereligious.

ThenWilliams encountersa youngCatholicairlinepilot who wantsto know “what
thehell Godwasdoingwhentheplaneshit thetowers.” At that time Williams has
nocomfortinganswer, andevennow hecanonly say:

Any reallyoutrageoushumanactionteststo thelimit ourcarefultheologicalprinciples
aboutGod’srefusalto interferewith createdfreedom.ThatGodhasmadeaworld into
whichhedoesn’t casuallystepin tosolveproblemsis fairly centraltoalot of Christian
faith. He hasmadetheworld so that evil choicescan’t just be frustratedor aborted
(wherewould hestop,for goodnesssake? he’d have to be interveningevery instant
of humanhistory) but have to be confronted,suffered,taken forward, healedin the
complex processof humanhistory, alwaysin collaborationwith whatwe do andsay
andpray.

1



2 ANSWERING BACK: Williams considersourpossibleresponsesto theactsof
September11.

Violenceis a communicationof hatred,fear, or contempt,andI have a choiceabout
the languageI amgoing to useto respond.If I decideto answerin thesameterms,
thatis how theconversationwill continue.

Williams proceedsto a homily aboutJesus’s Sermonon the Mount. He saysthat
peoplewrongly think Jesusis “commendingpassivity.” Williams feelsthatturning
theothercheekisnotpassive,but isactively refusingtobeavictim, while refusingto
simplyreproducewhat’sbeendonetoyou(thatis, toslapback).Thisisafrightening
response(asGandhilearned)to thosein power.

3 THE END OF WAR: Williams is not a radicalpacifistanddoesnot exclude
force underall circumstances.However, he is botheredby many thingsaboutthe
Americanresponseto theattacks,includingeventheoveruseof theword“war” (war
on terrorism). He is disturbedby the civilian casualties,by the clusterbombs,by
a war thatseemsto have no endin sight. “We couldrefuseto bevictims, striking
backwithout imagination.”

4 GLOBAL NEIGHBOURHOOD: HereWilliams speaksout againstglobaliza-
tion andagainstmany wrongheadedpolicies: “Every transactionin the developed
economiesof the Westcanbe interpretedasan act of aggressionagainstthe eco-
nomiclosersin theworldwidegame.”

5 AGAINST SYMBOLS: For Williams, insteadof “recognizingcommonexpe-
rience” with others,we areusingsymbolsto make the othersfit our agenda.(A
complex chapterthatneedsto beread.)

EPILOGUE: Thoughtsaboutthestoryfrom John8 of thewomantakenin adultery.
Jesuspausestwice to write on theground. The ideais for us to pausealsobefore
judgment“long enoughfor someof ourdemonsto walk away.”
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