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Abstract: The events of 9/11 were quickly pronounced to be an attack on America, thus an act of war,
thereby authorizing the “war on terror” and diverting attention away from features that could have led
to more complex and ambiguous understandings of what occurred. Morally discerning apprehension of
these events requires engagement in comprehensively critical moral discourse that does not
presumptively characterize them as acts or war, or even simply as terrorist attacks, but interrogates them
as phenomena demanding exhaustive empirical and forensic investigation. Profoundly altered
perspectives on 9/11 and its significance for American public life and world affairs may result.

In her book Just War Against Terror, Jean Bethke Elshtain titles her first chapter “What
Happened on September 11?” She opens the chapter with a statement about the importance of
facts:
There is no substitute for the facts. If we get our descriptions of events wrong, our
analyses and our ethics will be wrong too. The words we use and our evaluations of
events are imbedded with important moral principles. Even though ethicists and moral
philosophers engage in heated debate about this and related matters, most of us intuitively
understand what is at stake. When Pope John Paul II described the attacks of September
11, 2001, as an “unspeakable horror,” we nodded our heads: Yes, that seemed right.1
So far, so good.
You will have noted that I have subtitled my presentation “Act of War, or Monstrous Crime?” Is
there not, however, another possibility, namely terrorist attack? Yes, though it seems to me that
a terrorist attack can be regarded as either an act of war or a monstrous crime. For example, the
mass killings that took place last July in Norway fit the definition of a terrorist attack, yet they
were not regarded as an act of war but as a monstrous crime. On the other hand, the events of
9/11 were not only judged to be a terrorist attack but were also declared to be an act of war. In
short, defining an event as a terrorist attack does not settle the matter of whether it is better
regarded as an act of war or a monstrous crime.
One could also argue that terrorist attacks ought not to be regarded as subcategories of either war
or crime, but as actions of a peculiarly different sort, requiring a unique conceptual apparatus for
analysis and ethical reflection. I think such an argument has merit. It would be useful to attempt
a definition of terrorism, about which there is considerable disagreement in the literature.2 It
would be illuminating to consider whether acts of terrorism can ever be morally justified, as does
British philosopher Ted Honderich in his book, After the Terror.3 And it would be instructive to
explore what might be the most reasonable, effective, and ethically appropriate responses to
terrorism. However, for the purposes of this paper, such an inquiry must be set aside.
I want to begin here by emphasizing that, in fact, the events of 9/11 have been widely and
officially viewed as an act of war. Indeed, they quickly came to be so regarded by our
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government and the general public.4 Before the day was out television news banners were
reading, “America Under Attack.” Late edition and next day newspapers carried the same
message. It did not take long to realize that the 9/11 attacks were going to go down in history as
an assault on America, which is to say not only an attack on some buildings, not only an attack on
our country, but an attack on all that we stand for, and thus an act of war. The implications were
of profound importance. As an act of war, the 9/11 attacks provided the political if not moral
justification for two long and costly wars of invasion and occupation that we have not seen the
end of yet. As an act of war, the attacks also served as pretext for a variety of unprecedented
measures, from the passage of the Patriot Act to unwarranted wiretapping and surveillance to an
expanded and intensified program of mass detentions, secret and extraordinary renditions, and
systematic torture, some of it made to order by officials at the highest levels of our government.
I would like to think it might have been politically possible to define the events of 9/11 as a
monstrous crime rather than an act of war, and to shape the U.S. government’s response
accordingly, perhaps along the lines of what happened after the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah
Federal Building in Oklahoma City in 1995. It is quite clear, however, that in the Bush-Cheney
administration, there was no possibility for this to happen. The CIA was already poised for
military action in Afghanistan.5 The foreign policy of the new administration was largely
determined by members of the neo-conservative Project for the New American Century, including
Cheney, Rumsfeld, and numerous other strategically placed insiders who had long been biding
their time to ramp up what was quickly dubbed the “war on terrorism.” The opportunity to
expand the U.S. military presence in pursuit of regime change in the Middle East was welcomed.6
Although the U.S. government’s response to 9/11 was virtually inevitable, the ethically
appropriate response was not a foregone conclusion. At the time of the attacks I was a graduate
student working on my Ph.D. in religious ethics and an Associate Instructor for a class on
“Religion, Ethics, and Public Life.” I remember a seminar attended by religious ethics faculty and
students in which the appropriate U.S. response to 9/11 was the topic for discussion, and I
remember making what case I could that the 9/11 events merited a full-scale, global, criminal
investigation and response, but not military reprisals. I took particular exception to the fairly
nuanced position argued by Michael Walzer in an essay he had written for the New York Times in
which he claimed that “war” was an appropriate metaphor to signify what the U.S. response
should be.7 Even though Walzer argued clearly in favor of diplomacy, an ideological antiterrorism campaign, and intensive police work across national borders, and against indiscriminate
military action, he did not rule out narrowly targeted military response. I wanted nothing to do
with the war metaphor, for it struck me as too susceptible to deployment as warrant for
unjustified military action. It seemed to me then, as now, that at least in the religious ethics
community one might hope to find a decidedly different perspective and interpretation of the 9/11
events from that being promulgated by our government and the media at the time.
Some three years later I began to see the events of 9/11 in a rather different light. It became clear
to me that I was quite wrong about the sort of criminal investigation that was needed. My
purpose in this paper is not simply to explain why that is the case, but to explore some
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possibilities for thinking about events like 9/11 that might prove more satisfactory in promoting
moral discourse and moral discernment Ethicists typically conduct their work within certain
accepted parameters and conventions of thought. Label a set of events an act of war, and of
course we have our repertoire of just war theories and just war thinking to shape the
conversation. Label a set of events a monstrous crime, and it seems we have less to talk about.
Crimes are almost by definition forms of wrong-doing. The main questions have to do with the
means by which investigation, apprehension, and conviction are conducted, and what sorts of
sanctions, penalties, or punishments are applied to the guilty parties. There is a growing body of
ethically-informed thought with respect to criminal justice that merits greater attention, so perhaps
one day questions of criminal wrong-doing will be as interesting to ethicists as questions of war,
but I do not think we are there yet.
In any case, the singular failure of most moral philosophers, Christian ethicists, and concerned
citizens who cared about adequately understanding, evaluating, and responding to the events of
9/11 was the failure to ask in a sufficiently probing manner the question that Elshtain asks in the
opening chapter of her book: “What happened on September 11?” Elshtain’s work is highly
instructive for the purposes of this paper because, having asked the right question, she provides
only the most cursory answer. She simply proceeds on the basis of what appears to be an implicit
and uncritical acceptance of the official narrative. To be sure, she does not hesitate to tell us how
we ought to think about the events of that day. She wastes no time laying the groundwork for her
argument that war was a just response to the 9/11 terror attacks. But she marshals little evidence
that might tell us what really occurred on that fateful day. The vaunted facts, which she says are
so crucial to getting our ethics right, are hardly even considered, let alone examined.
It is instructive to contrast Elshtain’s approach briefly with that of H. Richard Niebuhr, especially
as we find it in The Responsible Self.8 For Niebuhr, the first question to ask with regard to any
circumstances under consideration is, “What is going on?”9 Niebuhr poses this question from a
decidedly theological standpoint, but it is a serious question about the world of events, clearly
intended to avoid precisely the sort of rush to judgment and prescription that one finds in
Elshtain’s work. As Richard Miller has written, Niebuhr’s “method requires him to identify and
organize a host of morally relevant features of a situation before developing an appropriate
response. . . Niebuhr’s action theory yields an ethical method that allows for a large measure of
flexibility and openness; it demands attention to the peculiarities of the situation and necessarily
postpones ethical judgment to a second stage of deliberation.”10
Thus, for Niebuhr, the descriptive and interpretive task must precede the prescriptive, as
presumably Elshtain would agree. However, in contrast to Elshtain’s approach, for Niebuhr the
descriptive and interpretive task functions, first of all, to qualify the prescriptive, not simply to
give it warrant. He understood that it is only too easy to gloss over features of the situation that
may be counter-indicative to our predispositions.
To be sure, Niebuhr did not understand the descriptive/interpretive task to be an exclusively
empirical undertaking. He did not just want to get at the facts, as Elshtain speaks of them. He
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also wanted to get at human conceit.11 In theological context, his method is – as Miller points out
– a form of self- and social-criticism. He recognized that human beings practice a form of
protective, self-defensive ethics that leads all too readily to unwarranted self-justification. In his
war ethics, Niebuhr underscored the need for repentance, thereby mitigating “the prospect of
exceptionalism in moral discourse about war.”12 As I see it, Niebuhr authorizes a distinctively
theological hermeneutic of suspicion. In response to 9/11, Niebuhr’s approach would have called
for a much more careful attention to the events of that day, as well as their possible larger social
and historical context, than anything that found its way into the evening news or even into
scholarly print at the time. His approach would have also called into question the vainglorious
self-righteousness that saturated political discourse regarding “those who hate us” and our
presumptively superior way of life, and who must be hunted down and destroyed.
The question, What is going on?, may be understood primarily as a question of how to interpret
and assess the significance of an event. This involves looking backward, as well as projecting
forward, to place the event in social and historical context and to discern its meaning in that
context. That was where Niebuhr placed the emphasis. When it came to the ethics of war, for
example, Niebuhr wanted to examine the course of history and the ways in which past relations
among nations and contending powers might shed light and judgment on current events. The
question of justice with respect to engagement in war could hardly be decided merely by
application of a set of just war principles to some immediate circumstance. One had also to attend
to the particularities of political and international relations that would help us understand how we
got where we are, and how we might be implicated in some current expression of violence or
war.13
I want to affirm Niebuhr’s approach, but also suggest that it does not go far enough with respect
to the scope of inquiry and analysis necessary to provide an adequate response to the question,
What is going on? There may be other satisfactory ways to remedy this, but for purposes of this
paper I wish to expand on a conceptual formulation that should be familiar to many Christian
ethicists. James Gustafson, one of Niebuhr’s students, first introduced me to the notion of moral
discourse. And it seems to me that this notion of moral discourse can be very useful in
conceptualizing the more intensive and comprehensive sort of investigation, examination, and
evaluation of information that is relevant to understanding an event, series of events, or more
general phenomenon regarding which we seek to make ethically discerning response and take
ethically responsible action.
As first employed by Gustafson, in his book The Church as Moral Decision-Maker, his notion of
moral discourse is rather general. In a chapter where he proposes to regard the church as a
community of moral discourse, he says, “By a community of moral discourse I mean a gathering
of people with the explicit intention to survey and critically discuss their personal and social
responsibilities in the light of moral convictions about which there is some consensus and to
which there is some loyalty.”14 Two things I would note about this definition. On the positive
side, it is focused on discourse and critical discussion. The aim is not simply to make
pronouncements, or come to conclusions, but to engage with others who share a common moral
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tradition in discourse about morally significant matters. On the negative side, the definition does
not explicitly say anything about the need for inquiry, research, study, or analysis in order to gain
information and knowledge about issues or circumstances with respect to which personal and
social responsibilities may arise. In short, and quite apart from the question of what should
communities of moral discourse be discoursing about, how are the members of such communities
going to inform themselves about the matters toward which they recognize themselves to have
some personal or social responsibility? Or must they rely only upon the knowledge that is already
resident among themselves?
A considerably more adequate account of moral discourse can be found in Gustafson’s more
recent book, Intersections: Science, Technology, and Ethics.15 There he distinguishes and
elaborates on four types of moral discourse that he associates in particular with the literature
about medicine, but which he proposes are appropriate to morally relevant consideration of issues
in other fields as well:
In literature about medicine, as well as literature about economics, politics, and
other activities, four types of discourse are distinguishable. I shall call these ethical,
prophetic, narrative, and policy discourse. The argument of this chapter is that if too
exclusive attention is given to any one of these types, significant issues of concern to
morally sensitive persons and communities are left unattended. My contention is that none
of these types is sufficient in itself. . . .
The four types have in common a concern for various human values; each is
prompted, in my judgment, by an uneasiness, a sense that something is awry. And each
perceives a different location for what is perceived to be inadequate if not wrong, and thus
uses language or forms of discourse appropriate to that location. Each uses the data,
information, sources of insight, and concepts that are judged to be appropriate to the
location or arena in which some wrong is intuited or perceived.16
Given more time, it would be helpful to elaborate on each of the four types of moral discourse
that Gustafson identifies. Here I wish simply to distill some conclusions that I hope are at least
intuitively reasonable and persuasive in order to advance the argument of my paper. The first of
these is that a consideration of any matter in public life that is limited only to ethical discourse, let
us say, or policy discourse, and does not encompass other forms of moral discourse, is simply not
adequate.17
A second conclusion is that an adequate moral discourse would appear to require contributions
from a wide range of participants, with diverse sorts of expertise and experience, whose social
locations and first languages make it necessary that there be interpreters capable of cross-cultural
and interdisciplinary translation. If we are going to have what I would call a critically
comprehensive moral discourse about the events of 9/11, the public conversation must not be
dominated by just those who make strategic political arguments, or just those who are good at
shaping tragic narratives, or just the just-war theorists and their detractors, or just those who
pronounce on the geo-political ramifications of terrorism and the national security state. We need
all these forms of discourse, and more.
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My third conclusion is that even Gustafson’s fairly rich conception of moral discourse, or what he
says might also be called morally relevant discourse,18 is still not comprehensive enough. With
respect in particular to the events of 9/11, the problem is that the dominant voices engaged in
morally relevant discourse have all failed, and they have all failed quite profoundly. Why is that?
I am convinced it is because they have short-changed, and short-circuited, the question of what
really happened on that fateful day.
I would maintain that a critically comprehensive moral discourse must include rigorous scientific
and empirical inquiry. In medical ethics this is obvious. It needs to become obvious with respect
to phenomena in other fields as well. Unless we presume to be able to know the truth about what
really happened on 9/11 without empirical investigation, then we must admit that the scientific
search for the truth about what happened on that day is a moral responsibility of the first order. It
is particularly telling that, as reported by Lee Hamilton, co-chair of the 9/11 Commission, no
scientific evidence or testimony was ever presented to the Commission regarding the physical
events of that day.19 We have a moral obligation to pursue the empirical truth, or the facts, about
9/11 because, as Elshtain says, “If we get our descriptions of events wrong, our analyses and our
ethics will be wrong too.”
At this point let me expand on why it matters whether we characterize the events of 9/11 as an act
of war, or as a monstrous crime. If an act of war, then the presumption is that we know
something about the perpetrators and their motives such that our response need not await further
investigation. We know that this is the work of an enemy, and we presume that enemy to be an
other, some alien entity or power or organization or social reality against whom we can direct our
opposition.20 We do not have to go to trial. We do not have to present further evidence. We do
not have to convict beyond a reasonable doubt. We can pursue, apprehend, and detain without
further warrant, without habeas corpus, without due process. When an act of war is committed,
many questions are quickly set aside. Indeed, they may not even be raised. Long-standing rules
and practices may be abandoned. We may even create a new category of non-person, the
unlawful enemy combatant, who is neither prisoner-of-war deserving the protections of
international conventions, nor criminal suspect, deserving the protections of the constitution and
our civil justice system.
But if we regard the events of 9/11 as a crime, then a forensic investigation is mandated. We may
have suspects, but without trials and convictions we cannot be certain of the perpetrators. If we
have a crime, then we have a crime scene that needs to be culled for clues. We must look for
evidence. We must try to determine, as nearly as possible, just what happened, and when it
happened, and how it happened. And then we must ask ourselves, who could have done it? Who
had the means? Who had the motive? Who had the opportunity? We may not be able to answer
these questions, or the answers may be long in coming, but we must not presume to know the
guilty parties until we have completed a thorough investigation.
It may be argued, of course, that if the events of 9/11 were an act of war, then to preoccupy
ourselves with these sorts of questions relevant to a criminal investigation is a luxury we cannot
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afford. On the other hand, if the events of 9/11 were not an act of war, but a monstrous crime,
then we have falsely engaged in two costly wars that have inflicted casualties in the millions and
who knows how much more future suffering for generations to come. Even in a purely utilitarian
calculus, it is hard to imagine that more harm could have resulted from mistakenly treating the
9/11 attacks as monstrous crimes than has resulted from treating them as an act of war.21
So what really did happen on 9/11?22 Almost everyone would agree that on that Tuesday
morning, two large aircraft flew into Buildings 1 and 2, the Twin Towers, of the World Trade
Center in New York City. Most people would also agree that another plane flew into the
Pentagon later that morning, and that still later a hijacked aircraft crashed in rural Pennsylvania,
but there is some credible dispute about what actually happened to these other two planes. It is
indisputable that subsequent to the plane impacts to the Twin Towers, each tower came crashing
down to the ground, and that many lives were lost. It is also indisputable, though not so widely
known, that at about 5:25 p.m. on 9/11 Building 7 of the World Trade Center, a 47-story
skyscraper, also came down in a matter of seconds. Building 7 was not hit by a plane. It had
sustained only minor damage from falling debris, and there had been some relatively minor fires in
the building that were largely abated by the time of its collapse. [SHOW VIDEO] It is also not
widely known that the collapse of Building 7 was reported on BBC and CNN even before it
happened, but it is not hard to find videos on YouTube to document this fact.23
Even the most cursory attention to the physical evidence of what happened at the World Trade
Center reveals these facts: 1) Three steel-framed skyscrapers underwent global collapse; 2) Each
of the buildings fell to the ground at near free-fall speed; 3) The damage due to airplane impact
for each of the Twin Towers was asymmetric yet, in each case, the collapse was symmetrical, with
the building falling basically into its own footprint; 4) The video evidence clearly indicates
explosive forces at work as the Twin Towers came down; 5) There was no comparable structural
damage to Building 7, which came straight down in the manner of a classic implosion by
controlled demolition.24 It is also known that the Twin Towers were constructed to withstand
commercial airplane impact, and that the global collapse of such steel-framed structures is
unprecedented. [SHOW VIDEO]
With no more knowledge than this, a reasonably intelligent person, and certainly someone with a
working knowledge of high school physics, should be able to conclude that the destruction of
Buildings 1, 2, and 7 of the World Trade Center was not due merely to plane impacts and fires.
Yet very few people came to that conclusion at the time, nor did I come to that conclusion until
some three years later. One reason is that most people never heard or saw anything about the
collapse of Building 7. I do not recall that I did either. But the most compelling explanation for
this failure to recognize what we were seeing with our very own eyes is that we were traumatized
by the horrific events of 9/11, and cognitively impaired. And before we had time to process the
information that we were witnessing for ourselves, we were provided with a narrative and
explanation of the events that effectively circumvented critical thought.25
The claim that I have just made – namely, that plane impacts and fires cannot account for the
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destruction of Buildings 1, 2, and 7 – may seem unwarranted by the spare evidence I have just
recounted. But then, how much evidence, and of what sort, would it take to make this claim
convincing? For most people, the difficulty of accepting the claim does not derive from a paucity
of evidence but from that fact that it entails a further conclusion: The official story of 9/11 cannot
possibly be true – although parts of it may be true – if only because the collapse of the three
buildings at the World Trade Center requires further explanation. There are, to be sure, many
other strange events, anomalies, and inconsistencies in reports surrounding the events of 9/11 that
also continue to beg for explanation.26
One might suppose that a claim such as I have just made would at least spark curiosity and further
inquiry, but it often has the opposite effect. Not only is the message rejected out of hand, but all
kinds of reasons are concocted to justify this rejection, and the messenger is caricatured and
vilified for trading in preposterous charges and inflammatory madness.27 Fortunately, or
unfortunately, depending on one’s disposition, that does not change the facts.
Some of the facts are these: 1) There is a great deal of scientifically based, empirical evidence
and argument to substantiate my claim regarding the collapse of the three WTC buildings. There
is strong evidence for multiple explosions both before and during the collapses of the three
buildings. The evidence is visual, physical, and testimonial. There is scientific argument based on
known values for the temperatures at which jet fuel burns, temperatures insufficient to
compromise the supporting steel structures of the Twin Towers. There is extensive visual and
testimonial evidence regarding the persistence of molten metal in the debris of the three buildings
weeks after their collapse that cannot be the result of fire. There is visual evidence of multi-ton
sections of the Twin Towers being thrust laterally outward for hundreds of feet, where they
lodged in surrounding buildings. [SHOW VIDEO] There is reporting in peer-reviewed journals
of extensive scientific analysis of, and experimentation with, multiple samples of dust from
Ground Zero obtained through non-government sources and with documented chain of custody.
These samples reveal unusual chemical profiles that are signatures for the presence of exothermic
thermite and explosive nano-thermite, agents that would hardly be accessible to al Qaeda. These
agents were probably state-of-the-art in 2001 for cutting through steel and blowing things up.28
2) The creation of the 9/11 Commission, which was never charged with a forensic investigation of
the crimes of 9/11 but rather was directed to investigate “the facts and circumstances relating to
the terrorist attacks,”29 was strongly resisted by the President and the Vice President, and only
accomplished through the intensive lobbying efforts of family members of some of the victims, in
particular four widows who came to be known as the Jersey girls.30 The Commission was poorly
funded and, in the words of its co-chairs, Thomas Kean and Lee Hamilton, “set up to fail.”31 The
Commission’s report fails even to mention the existence of Building 7 of the World Trade Center.
Moreover, fully one-forth of the footnotes referenced in the report, and in particular those that
purportedly document the narratives of chapters 5 and 7 describing the activities of al Qaeda,
derive from intelligence presumably obtained through interrogation, including torture, of al Qaeda
detainees.32 The videotapes of these interrogations were destroyed by the CIA. The information
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supposedly obtained from them cannot be considered reliable.33
3) To date there has been no scientifically credible explanation for the collapse of the three WTC
buildings that does not raise questions about involvement by parties other than al Qaeda. The
National Institute of Standards and Technology, an agency within the Department of Commerce,
was charged with providing an account of the collapse of the buildings. Their 10,000 page report
on the Twin Towers concludes with the assertion that they have provided an explanation for the
“collapse initiation” of each of the Twin Towers.34 In layperson’s terms, they purport to be able
to explain why the portion of each tower above the point of plane impact ultimately fell down
upon the portion of each tower below the point of impact. They do not succeed even in what
they claim, as there is no good reason to believe that the fires ever got hot enough for long
enough to weaken the supporting steel infrastructure that remained after plane impact in order for
any collapse to occur. They have no real explanation for the collapses of the lower portions of the
towers.35
The NIST report on Building 7, which did not come out till late 2008, is no more convincing.
Effectively, it claims that office fires caused the dislocation of a key girder, which subsequently
led to the buckling of one interior column (out of 87) and that this led to the collapse of the rest
of the building like a house of cards. It is bad science, believable only by people without
confidence in their own judgment about such matters and those who do not wish to believe the
alternative, namely, that the global, symmetric collapse at near free-fall speed of a large steelframe skyscraper can only be explained as the result of a controlled demolition.36
The crux of the argument I am making is that, if the facts really matter for ethical thinking and
moral discourse, then the most indisputable facts must be privileged in our assessment of what
really happened. And, the most indisputable facts are those for which there is the best empirical,
scientific, and first-hand testimonial evidence.37 Moreover, it is past time for citizens of the
United States to recognize that U.S. government officials, agencies, and politicians are hardly the
most reliable source of information about real world events. As American historian Chalmers
Johnson observed, “I would have to say today that it would be an extremely naive person who
would take any statement of the federal government at face value, who would not attempt to
verify it through their own personal sources, sources they trust, and find other ways to confirm
what the government is saying.”38
Once it has been established beyond a reasonable doubt what actually happened on 9/11,
physically speaking, empirically speaking, scientifically speaking, then and only then are we ready
to take on the question of how it could have happened, by what means, by whom, and for what
purpose. Once you have established that you have a crime scene, then a careful forensic
investigation is in order. Unfortunately, no such investigation ever took place with respect to the
events of 9/11. Four planes purportedly crashed, but the National Transportation and Safety
Board did not attempt a reconstruction of any of the aircraft from the parts remaining, although
that is how they investigate every other plane crash. Several buildings were reduced to dust and
rubble, but NIST did not examine the dust from Ground Zero, and most of the steel at the WTC
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was loaded up and hauled away to China for recycling before it could be examined for clues about
what brought the buildings down. At the Pentagon security officials kept journalists and
photographers at bay, and those persons who have provided public accounts of what they saw
inside and around the damaged section of the building tell stories that seem impossible to
reconcile. The eyewitness and earwitness reports of many first-responders in New York City
were tape-recorded shortly after 9/11, but it took a freedom-of-information-act request to finally
gain public access to these recordings, this well after the 9/11 Commission had finished its
report.39
It is in some ways remarkable how much is known about what actually happened on 9/11 despite
the lack of a thorough and scientifically valid forensic investigation, despite NIST, despite the
Pentagon, despite the 9/11 Commission, and despite the Bush-Cheney administration. We know
enough to say, definitively, that the events of 9/11 were not solely, if at all, the work of al Qaeda.
We do not know enough, however, to say definitively who was ultimately responsible. Perhaps a
new, independent investigation would yield that knowledge, perhaps not. I am not optimistic.
Much of the evidence that would be needed to establish indisputable culpability has probably
vanished, intentionally or unintentionally destroyed.40
However, I believe there is an exceedingly important lesson for every person of conscience, and
every person of moral sensitivity, and every person who has the slightest affection for the truth, in
the discovery that the American people, and much of the world with us, were deliberately led to
believe a fundamentally false narrative of what happened on 9/11. If it could happen once, it
could happen again. Indeed, we have been misled before with respect to other crucial events and
turning points in our nation’s history, and we tend to forget. So we need to be repeatedly
inoculated against its happening again.
Moreover, we need a much more adequate way of thinking about the critical events and issues
that arise in our public life. My proposal for conceptualizing what is needed is a comprehensively
critical moral discourse, a discourse that includes not only ethical, prophetic, narrative, and policy
discourse, as advocated by Gustafson, but also something we might call scientific discourse, or
empirical discourse. Such discourse is not value-free, nor is it a-moral, in the sense of merely
fact-seeking. It is truth-seeking, and truth-seeking is a morally proper, indeed morally obligatory,
task.
At bottom, my contention is that with respect to any matter of public importance, whether it be
therapeutic medicine, global climate change, fiscal economic policy, or the massive destruction of
important buildings, rigorous, thorough, empirical, and publicly accessible scientific investigation
is a key element of moral discourse. Granted, there is an element of interpretation in empirical or
scientific truth-seeking. The facts are never bare facts. Nonetheless, we need scientific truthseeking because it is so much more difficult to be in hegemonic possession of the empirical facts,
such as they are, than it is to be in hegemonic possession of our traditions of interpretation, our
normative and prescriptive repertoires, our favored story lines, our ideologies of exceptionalism.
Moral discourse that slights or ignores the empirical quest to answer the question, What is going
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on?, will lead us astray. Moral discourse that is theologically critical, collaborative,
interdisciplinary, and multi-faceted, and that gives due weight to empirical and publicly accessible
evidence, offers the most promise for understanding important phenomena and discerning those
responses that might prove faithful to the realities in question and thus ethically fitting.

Note added to original presentation: Perhaps the most easily accessed and best single source for
scientifically based, carefully presented, testimony and argument in refutation of the official
narrative of 9/11 can be found on the web pages of Architects and Engineers for 9/11 Truth
[www.ae911truth.org]. See especially their video, “9/11: Explosive Evidence – Experts Speak
Out.” See also the numerous other websites of affiliated 9/11 truth groups, e.g., Scientists for
9/11 Truth [www.scientistsfor911truth.org], and Religious Leaders for 9/11 Truth
[http://rl911truth.org], where one can also find the link to the list of members, a number of whom
will surely be familiar.
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