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September 10, 2001 was a beautiful day. It was my wife, Anne’s, birthday. We enjoyed lunch under a brilliant blue sky. We were looking forward to the High Holidays the following week. The next day, the sky was still sparkling, and I boarded a plane, on my way to a meeting in Chicago. My plane never left T.F. Green. 
The attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, along with the fourth plane that crashed in Pennsylvania, brought everyone’s enjoyment of those sunny days to a sudden end. We have been living in fear ever since. We have been afraid of more attacks - and several have been tried. We can’t travel without confronting an array of security precautions. We have to lock our Temple doors, for fear that some deranged person will try to harm our children, or staff or worshipers. We can’t turn on the news without being reminded of the dangers around us. With fears of economic collapse in addition to the threat of terrorism, many of us feel very insecure. If we were comfortable and naive a decade ago, that naivete is gone. This whole past decade has been marred by the scars left from 9/11.
We don’t have to be paralyzed by our fears. We can’t let our fears of what might happen prevent us from creating meaningful, worthwhile lives, in which love and trust and optimism still flourish. 
I have been reading a new book titled A Decade of Hope, by Dennis Smith. It contains stories of men and women who were touched personally by the events of 9/11. Their stories are tales of courage and resilience, and a determination to make a difference - for the good. Their endurance and heroism - in the midst of and in the aftermath of that horrific event - can inspire us to build for a better future. We can draw strength from these heroes as we remember our own loved, ones lives continue to inspire us.
Let me tell you about Dr. David Prezant. He is the Chief Medical Officer of the New York City Fire Department - he’s the doctor for the firemen. He headed for the World Trade Center right after the first plane went into the North Tower. He was setting up a triage station less than a half block away from the South Tower, which was the first to fall. The building came down in 8 seconds. He was blown off his feet and thrown through the air by the force of the crashing building. He says, “I have no auditory memory of this at all. I remember the sheer silence afterward, but I don’t remember whether the collapse was loud or silent. All I have is people in front of me, and alongside me, running, and stuff falling all over me and, literally, beams to the left of me and to the right of me. And I said to myself, over and over again, “I have shown up here, and I’m going to get killed, and I have helped no one. This isn’t fair.” 
Luckily, Dr. Prezant landed under a narrow pedestrian bridge over a highway. The bridge sheltered him from worse harm. He had been asking himself: “Why am I down here? Why am I dying when I helped no one?”  Eventually he answered his own question. He concluded: “I was down there because I was supposed to be. I was there so that I would have first-hand knowledge of what my own patients and others were experiencing, and so that I could see what was beneficial to me and what might be beneficial to them. After all, it was all about taking care of the patients...” 
Dr. Prezant has focused a great deal of his energy since 9/11 tending to firemen who have suffered disorders of their lungs as a result of inhaling large particles of the debris that filled the air in lower Manhattan when the twin towers collapsed. Rather than step away from his work in the Fire Department, he says that “My goal for myself is to be a physician until the day I die... There’s no better, there’s no greater purpose on earth, that being able to help people. Firefighters help people by running into a building; I help people by seeing patients. I’m not alone in that. We all help people in different ways. This is just my way.”
Jay Jonas was a Captain in the New York City Fire Department. He and his men were climbing up the stairs in the North Tower when they felt shaking in the building. He encountered a colleague, Capt. Billy Burke, and they decided to look out the windows to see what was happening. He thought Burke would tell him that the piece fell off the roof, but Burke said to him with a straight face, “The South Tower just collapsed.” At this point, Capt. Jonas said to his men, who had just climbed 27 floors with 100 pounds of gear on their backs, that it was time to get out of the building. He knew they had to move as quickly as possible to avoid being trapped in another collapse. When he got down to the eighth floor, he was thinking “Well. wow, we might make it. We may get out of here.” And then they came across Josephine Harris, who was in great distress; she pleaded with them to help her.
The North Tower started to collapse when he was on the fourth floor looking for a chair for Josephine. He described the situation: “She had a serious case of flat feet and could not walk normally. She is a big woman, and taking the stairs was even more difficult for her. It was an agonizing and slow progress, one step at a time. The South Tower had already collapsed. I could not imagine how many people were already dead. It was just a matter of seconds or minutes before this one would begin to fall.”
Capt. Jonas says that “Stopping to save Josephine was against the grain, as we were definitely going through that fight-or-flight syndrome, and we decided on flight. We were getting out of the building. And we saw her there, and ...one of my guys, Tommy Falco, says, “Hey Captain, what do you want to do with her?” I looked at her, and I had a desire to rescue her. But I had opposing desires: I had a desire to save my life and get out of that building... My instincts, which grew from the culture of having been a fireman for 22 years at the time, told me to put ourselves into harm’s way to save someone, and we did that. We wanted to stop and save her. I don’t think I could have left Josephine behind. And, you know, you can say we were given the ultimate payback.”
The payback? When the collapse of  those 4.4  million square feet of floor space ended, it left a small open space, buttressed by fallen concrete and steel. In this space were Jay Jonas and 11 other firefighters, a Port Authority police officer, and ... Josephine Harris.
In reflecting on his experiences that day, Capt. Jonas remembers being in the burning tower and thinking: “‘We can do this, we gotta give it a shot. We can do this.' We were going to attempt the impossible-damn the impossible. There were people out there that needed our help. That is the Fire Department, a selfless profession: you put other people’s lives ahead of your own, and, boy, was that principle on display that day.”
Ada Rosario Dolch was principal of the Leadership and Public Service High School, located two blocks from the World Trade Center. September 11 was Election Day, and the lobby of her school was filled with voting machines. Suddenly, the lights went out. She thought there was an electrical mess because of the voting booths. Seconds later, the lights went back on, and there was an intense boom that shook the building and the people in it. She couldn’t imagine what was going on. One of her students came in, looking like he’d seen a ghost. He told Ms. Dolch, “The World Trade Center was hit.” And she said, “With what?” He replied, “An airplane hit the building.” She thought to herself, “An airplane,” and pictured a Piper. She pictured a helicopter. A young lady then came in and said, “Ms. Dolch, a big airplane hit.”
At this point Ada, thought to herself, “Oh, my God, my sister Wendy is there. Then I said to God, ‘Please, you have to take care of Wendy, because I have to take care of the kids.’” She was responsible for the 600 students and staff who were in her High School. She immediately went into action organizing an orderly exit from the school. She wanted everyone to leave on the side of Trinity Church, because other the exit was closer to the Trade Center. She instructed her students to hold onto someone’s hand. She told them “Don’t be alone. Stay close to your teacher. Just  walk swiftly, fast as you can, to Battery Park. I’ll meet you there.”
She directed traffic in the street, so that she could  get her students across. As soon as she got them across the first street going south, the first tower collapsed, and a wave of blackness came toward them. She remembers thinking, “I’m going to die now.” And she remembers saying, “Oh, my God in heaven, the kids... Where are the kids going?”
Some of her students took refuge in a restaurant. Others made it onto boats heading for Staten Island or Hoboken, New Jersey. One of her students came up to her and said, “Ms. Dolch, I’m really scared.” I’m Charlene Hasan, and I’m one of your new students.” Charlene was wearing a Muslim head covering -  a new phenomenon in Dolch’s school. She took Charlene’s arm in hers, and said, “You don’t have anything to worry about. ...You’re going to protect me, and I am going to protect you.” And they went on foot across the Manhattan Bridge to Brooklyn, where the girl lived. 
Dolch then went to the Board of Education Building, where she could work the phones and keep tabs on her students. She learned that some of them were staying in school gyms, city halls, and government buildings. Food places of every kind were supplying them with more food than they knew what to do with - Chinese food, Italian food, pizza, McDonald’s.  And she  thought, “You know, we’re amazing people, Americans - amazing, beautiful people. We get a little cocky sometimes, and we let stupid things get in our way, but when it’s time for us to really pick up our boots and make it happen, we are just amazing people. The giving that went on ... truly amazing.” 
Eventually, Ada started thinking about her sister Wendy. After several days of searching and hoping, she came to realize that no one in Wendy’s office - Cantor Fitzgerald - had survived. She wanted to do something that would be a legacy for Wendy. Since she was an educator, her way had to be in education. She decided to build a school in Afghanistan. “What a kick in the head to Osama bin Laden,” she thought.
Ada grew up in a Puerto Rican family with a strong faith. While her faith became more nuanced than her parents’, she recognized how important her faith was to her. In the aftermath of 9/11, she toured the country making speeches about preparedness. She also spoke about faith. She says, “Yes, faith and church and school have to be separate. But you can’t take away what is in my heart, who I am. I’m an educator; I love God. God has been my strength. It’s not about standing in the front of my school building proselytizing, but rather about showing who you are, where your strength comes from. I would say to kids in my school, ‘I don’t care if you believe in this pencil. If this pencil makes you happy, then go with it. But be sure to go with something. You cannot, should not, believe you are in this life as an entity of no value, with no connection to a greater being. Let’s honor what we believe, And that’s my spin on life for the rest of the time I have on this earth. I honor Wendy. And I honor God. That’s what I mean when I say, ‘God, make me an instrument.’”
In Psalms 8:5-6 we read two opposing images of human beings:
 מָה־אֱנוֹשׁ כִּי־תִזְכְּרֶנּוּ וּבֶן־אָדָם כִּי תִפְקְדֶנּוּ:
What are humans that You have been mindful of them,
Mortal humans that You have taken note of them?

We are so insignificant! But then we say in amazement:
וַתְּחַסְּרֵהוּ מְּעַט מֵאֱלֹהִים וְכָבוֹד וְהָדָר תְּעַטְּרֵהוּ:
But You have made us little less than divine,
And adorned us with glory and honor. 
We can live lives that are insignificant, so that God would have no reason to pay attention to us.  But we have the capacity to be almost like the Holy One, with extraordinary human potential to be creative and generous; we can live lives filled with purpose and kindness and value. 
David Prezant, Jay Jonas, and Ada Rosario Dolch had already fashioned lives filled with purpose and service to others before 9/11.  They not only survived the collapse of the twin towers and the falling debris which filled the air and covered them; they focused their energies and talents even more sharply in the direction of helping other people survive then, and live well now, 10 years later. 
We may never be in as dangerous and trying a situation as these three heroes were; I certainly hope not. But we need not wait for such a calamity to rise to the fullness of our human potential - we can do that every day. All our loved ones, who we will remember at Yizkor, filled their lives with actions that stand out in our minds as noble; they continue to point the way for us, as we live our lives.
We must not let our fears overcome our faith in a better tomorrow. We can develop deep faith and perform courageous acts in service to people around us, like the acts our loved ones did for us and their communities, and like David, Jay and Ada did on and since 9/11. This kind of living brings out the divine in us; we humans really can rise to extraordinary heights. I hope such acts will give us the strength to believe in and create a brighter tomorrow.   



Amen. 



