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Terrorism:  Why WE Are a Target 

Rev. Lynn Kerr 1-24-16 

Reading 

“America's Grand Distraction With Terrorism Is Dangerous”    (Edited for Length) Peter Navarro 

 

Every night, millions of Americans watch people get shot, stabbed, beaten, raped, and 

blown up on their favorite TV shows and don't bat an eyelash at such "artful" violence. 

However, when such violence happens in real life - a bombing at a marathon finish line, a 

mass shooting in a California suburb -- our national media leads an orgy of whining, hysteria 

and self-pity. 

In fact, the worst thing America's media can do in response to a terrorist attack is to go into 

an extended "news cycle" that repeatedly shows pictures of the terrorists and recounts the 

awful deeds they have done. Such blanket coverage only encourages future terrorists to 

commit even bolder acts as a means of both achieving the martyrdom they may seek. 

Of course, the difficulty of getting any kind of self-restraint within the American media is that 

bad news -- particularly the chaos and panic of terrorist acts -- sells newspapers and drives 

up TV and talk show ratings. Thus, any attempt at self-restraint by any one media outlet will 

result in a loss of competitive position. 

To overcome this difficulty, we the people, need to send a clear signal to the press that we 

need not be inundated by such coverage…Here, one must look to both the British example 

in World War II and the Israel of today as to the kind of national character we must develop. 

In Britain's case, it endured nightly Nazi bombings with a "stiff upper lip" and a dignity totally 

lacking in the American people today. In Israel's case…life goes bustling on… without the 

kind of sustained media hysteria we have witnessed in the wake, for example, of the recent 

attacks in San Bernardino. 

Our mantra here must be to keep things in perspective and not let terrorism crowd out issues 

that may ultimately prove to be of far more consequence. Here, it may be useful to put such 

terrorism in perspective. 

In the case of 9/11, a handful of suicide bombers commandeered several civilian passenger 

jets, destroyed several buildings, damaged the Pentagon, and killed thousands of people. 

While the attack was beyond bold, the causalities were relatively small, especially when 

compared to the carnage of World Wars I and II, Korea, and Vietnam -- and indeed what 

happens on an almost weekly basis in places like Syria and the Ukraine. 

Instead of a measured and targeted response to the attacks, the U.S. went on a hysterical 

lockdown of its transportation systems followed by several of the longest wars in our history. In 

fact, the aftermath of 9/11 caused thousands of times more damage and carnage than the 

al Qaeda attacks themselves -- and American politicians and the media must take a big 

responsibility for whipping the public into such a frenzy over the quest for retribution and 

revenge. 
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The bigger reality here is that while terrorism is a very significant threat, other far more 

dangerous longer term threats should not be ignored by the media -- or this 2016 presidential 

election debate, which has been virtually consumed by terrorism and marked by contenders 

trying to out-tough one another. The big point for the likes of CNN and MSNBC and the major 

TV networks: We must not take our eyes off very real threats elsewhere in the world every 

time a bomb goes off in the Middle East or a couple of terrorists kill innocents on American 

soil. So get a grip America -- and more of a stiff upper lip. 

********************************** 

“Who’s  ‘We?’” That was the question the Imam from the Islamic Center just down the road 

asked me yesterday at a multi-faith event.  He was referring to my sermon title, “Terrorism: 

Why We are a Target.”  People in the United States you, your family, my family.  He looked 

relieved.  I suppose he was prepared for a much different answer, one I imagine he gets 

from time to time from those people who cannot separate Islam from terrorism. 

The Imam said we can’t completely leave out religion though.  There is a hint of it. And then 

he shared a story.  He is originally from Lebanon and because much of his family remains 

there he is on constant contact with them.  He recently heard about a young man who was 

running from the police.  He managed to get to his home where his mother, sister and her 

baby were.  Just before the police were about to knock down the door, the young man 

detonated his suicide vest, killing himself, the baby, his mother, and gravely injuring his sister.  

The Imam said that boy had no ethics.  This is not our religion.  However, I am sure someone 

promised him heaven; someone gave him the vest and told him he would be rewarded in 

heaven.   That is the one religious thing about those kinds of terrorists.   

He explained that the young men and women are recruited, even handpicked by terrorist 

organizations.  These young people do not have good lives.   Low self-esteem, no hope, no 

opportunities, and someone says I offer you paradise.  That is their method. The Imam said, its 

simple, the organization can’t offer a young person half a million dollars, because they will 

most likely die- what good would money do them?  When you have someone with an 

unhappy life, what is the one thing you can promise?  So, at least in the case of ISIS and 

other Islamic terrorism, religion does play a small part, a very small part – but the Imam 

believes that people who believe the attacks are for Islam do not truly understand the 

motivation.   

In fact, research shows that a majority of terrorists around the world are not religious fanatics 

who are misinterpreting their religion and are not people who see decadent Americans as 

the enemy of Islam, even though 37% of Americans believe that is so. But when we hear that 

U.S. citizens have been targeted abroad, or when we have some connection to terrorism on 

American soil.  Our opinions, our emotions, and our reactions can become skewed.  Think 

about the first time you were personally touched in some way by terrorism.  What did it feel 

like?  Who did you blame? 

The first time I was even remotely touched by terrorism was when I was in seminary.  I was in a 

course about trauma and as each of us shared personal traumatic experiences, one 

classmate spoke about the death of her father in the 1988 bombing of his plane over 

Lockerbie Scotland. Slide  1-2   
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I remember being horrified but also admittedly a bit fascinated.  I had been especially 

interested because it was a Pan Am flight, from Frankfurt to Detroit, via London and New 

York, the same airline and route I had taken the previous year on a trip to Kenya.  

 

The next time I felt close to an act of terrorism was the morning of September 11, 2001 as I 

watched on television; the events of that horrific day unfold. Slide 3  I stared in horror, holding 

my four-week-old son in our home just outside of Boston, wondering what kind of world we 

may have brought him into. Not only had some terrorists left from the same airport and 

airlines I had used dozens of times, but people I knew were grounded at airports around the 

country.  I later learned that one passenger had connections to the small town, Concord, 

Massachusetts, where I was one of the ministers of the UU church.  Within days, I stood at a 

memorial service as hundreds of white balloons were released in his memory.  11 Unitarian 

Universalist members and friends died that day. Slide 4-7 

 

All of us felt personally affected by 9-11 whether we knew someone who perished or had 

indirect connections as I did. It is said that we will all remember exactly where we were when 

it occurred, just as the day President Kennedy was assassinated.  Slide 8  

 

To Americans, it clearly delineated a national era of before and after.  Terrorism had always 

been something that happened somewhere else and until we experienced it firsthand, we 

never really understood it fully.  

 

There had been other terrorist acts on American soil before 9-11. Slide 9 

The 1993 World Trade Center bombing which killed 6 people. Slide 10  

Two years later, 168 people died when a car bomb exploded outside a federal office 

building in Oklahoma City.  

 

Terrorism is now part of our daily lexicon.  We no longer feel untouchable or out of reach. 

Terrorism, which by definition is the use of violence and intimidation in the pursuit of political 

aims, is especially frightening because it has so many forms.  Homegrown, international, 

religious, secular, cyber terrorism, Eco terrorism, state sponsored terrorism, bioterrorism, 

nuclear terrorism, and even, narcoterrorism.  

 

When there is an event that even hints of terrorism in this country, its big news, usually around 

the clock. Thousands are killed around the world and they will a get a few second mention 

from our media.  But consider the following events, just some instances of terrorism from the 

last few years, here, and remember what we saw and heard after each occurred.  

 

Slide 11   In 2008, 2 people were shot and killed in a UU church in Knoxville Tennessee.  The 

shooter claimed quote, “hatred towards liberals and gays.”    

 Slide 12   A year later, Dr. George Tiller, who ran an abortion clinic in Wichita, Kansas was 

killed by a man claiming the doctor was murderer of children. 

Slide 13   Also in 2009, a man with ties to al-Qaeda shot 2 soldiers outside a military recruiting 

center in Little Rock, Arkansas, 1 of the men died.  

Slide 14    13 people were killed in 2009 at the Fort Hood military base by a U.S. Army 

psychiatrist who was against the war in Afghanistan.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frankfurt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Detroit
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/London
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York
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Slide 15   In February 2010, a small plane was crashed into an IRS building in Texas, killing one 

person.  The killer left an anti-government, anti-tax manifesto behind.  

Slide 16    In  2012, 6 people were killed in a shooting at a Sikh temple in Wisconsin by a 

young man who had founded a white supremacist musical band.   

Slide 17      2013 shocked the nation when bombs exploded near the finish line of the Boston 

Marathon, killing 3 and injuring 260.  

 Slide18     3 people died in two shootings in Kansas City Jewish centers in 2014.  The killer also 

had white supremacist ties and had founded the Carolina Knights of the Ku Klux Klan. 

Slide 19       And just this past year, 5 people died at 2 military facilities in Chattanooga, 

Tennessee by a man claiming to be inspired by ISIS.   

Slide 20    9 people died in a church in Charleston, South Carolina by a young racist.   

Slide 21    3 people died after a shooting at a Planned Parenthood clinic in Colorado by a 

man claiming he worked for the Army of God.   

Slide 22    And just weeks ago, 14 died in San Bernardino, California when a married couple, 

with sworn allegiance to ISIS, began shooting at an office Christmas party.  

 

How did you feel looking at those images?  Were they frightening, disgusting? Did they leave 

you wondering what might be next for us?  Slide 23 

When we see violence and destruction on American soil, we might question whether one 

can find a safe haven anywhere anymore.  Slide 24 

 

These were terrorist events that captivated our media’s attention for days and even weeks; 

but hundreds of attacks with thousands of deaths all over the world are everyday 

occurrences are barely given a thought. University of North Carolina sociologist Charles 

Kurzman, a terrorism researcher finds that,  “There is a disconnect between the scale of the 

terrorism problem and the scale — and expense — of [our] government’s response.”   

 

Why?  Because we’re frightened.  Frightened that the next plane, public venue, or office 

party will be THE one.  “Despite overwhelming statistical evidence,” that we are safe, says risk 

consultant, David Ropeik, “perceptions are what we generally use to sense what is scary and 

what is not.”  For instance,  

Slide 25    Lovely, yes? 

Slide 26    Scary. 

 

Intellectually, we know we are far more likely to be killed on that road than by a terrorist.   

Yet, Ropeik writes,   “Americans are possibly more afraid than they have ever been.   Afraid 

enough to buy gas masks and guns…even afraid enough to treat neighbors as the enemy if 

they don’t look right.”  We’re not irrational or hysterical, says Ropeik.  We are simply coping 

with risk and fear instinctually.  We tend to be more afraid of being killed in dreadful ways 

rather than an everyday accident. For example, would you choose: Slide  #27 or Slide #28.  

 

We are also more fearful because we are more aware of the danger.    Now, there are all 

sorts of things we can be afraid of: 

Slide 29 Africanized bees …Slide 30 anthrax...Slide 31 or e-coli  

But terrorism is all the rage now, especially this election season, making us hyper aware.    It’s 

particularly scary because it’s relatively new to us. Consider those folks in London or 

Jerusalem. Slide 32   
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It’s not that they aren’t afraid anymore, but they have lived with this reality for such long time 

and they have learned to go on with their normal lives.  Here, something happens and we 

start lining up at gun stores at dawn to be the first ones to buy an Uzi.  

Terrorism has also become a real threat to all Americans.  Military personnel, people 

overseas, and embassy officials used to be the only ones at risk, now we all are –even if the 

chances are minute. 

Slide 33  In the next 12 months, 120 times more Americans will die of heart disease than died 

in the September 11 attacks.  

Slide 34   But we are more afraid of those things that will kill a lot of us all at once…  

Slide 35    than risks that kill us here and there, over time.  

 

Finally, our heightened fear is being fed by “Uncertainty.” We don’t know what, when or 

where. We may be surprised that the bad guys are actually among us!    Slide 36  The less we 

know, the higher the fear.  Ropeik writes, “In terms of statistical probability, the risk that you or 

I will be a victim of terrorism is phenomenally low… But risk perception is a matter of 

emotion…  

The challenge isn’t so much to make it go away as to keep it in perspective, so our behaviors 

don’t end up making things worse.” 

 

Having an intellectual understanding of why we fear terrorism is one thing, but our nation as 

a whole continues to ask,  “Why would people want to hurt us?”  After 9-11, President Bush 

said it was because “We are beautiful people, spreading freedom around the world.”    Slide 

37   

That statement is perhaps more true than even he realized. Researcher Robert Pape of the 

University of Chicago writes that the main cause of terrorism against America is our 

participation in the “unseating democratically elected leaders, supporting dictatorships, 

backing Israel's Apartheid-like treatment of the Palestinians, and promiscuously waging war 

in Muslim lands.” Pape points to US foreign policy and the desire of individuals and 

communities wanting to control their own destiny as the primary motivators of terrorists rather 

than religious fervor.      

Some Washington insiders believe the less we do in other countries, the more we will reduce 

terrorism.  For instance, we must address our habit of occupying foreign lands and killing 

civilians in an effort to destroy a few people suspected to be leaders in terrorist organizations.   

One government report counted 700 civilians killed by drones in the process of killing just 14 

terrorist leaders.  If you were a family member of those civilians, how would you feel about 

America?   

One U.S. official warned, "Every one of these dead noncombatants represents an 

alienated family, a new desire for revenge, and more recruits for a military movement that 

has grown exponentially even as drone strikes have increased." Intervening in volatile 

countries is not our best defense believes Constitutional lawyer and journalist Glenn 

Greenwald.   

As he puts it, "If we continue to bring violence to that part of the world, then that part of the 

world--and those who sympathize with it--will continue to want to bring violence to the U.S."   

That’s the hard truth. We are a target.   
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Are there any answers or do we just wait for the next disaster?    

Bottom line.  Keep your perspective.  Yes, we have reasons to be afraid, but there are many 

things of more consequence; make those a priority.  

Secondly, Share the wealth. Albert Camus said that people do not become revolutionaries 

in order to die; they do so to have a reason to live.   

Give people more reasons to live than to fight and die.   Jobs, education, and stability must 

be more attractive than a suicide vest.   

Cooperate Globally.  We must find ways to solve problems that affect all of us like the global 

economy, climate change, and desiring a better future for our young people without 

violence.   As activist and author   Eboo Patel writes, we must “affirm our universal 

values…find spaces where we are proud of where we came from and we can all point to 

the place we are going to.”   This means working as a connected human tribe that rises or 

falls based on our ability to create justice, see beauty, and show compassion and respect for 

all.  

 

And finally, as my friend the Imam reminded me, we must continually ask ourselves, “Who is 

we?” May it be so. 

 

 

 

 


