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 Janine di Giovanni is a multi-award winning journalist and former front-line war 
correspondent. Over the past 35 years, she has reported from some of the most violent 
places on earth. Janine, whom I know well, especially through our mutual membership 
in the Council on Foreign Relations, is currently a professor in Yale University’s Jackson 
Institute for Global Affairs. Author of ten books, Janine’s 2017 book, The Morning They 
Came for Us: Dispatches from Syria, has been translated into 30 languages.  

Her most recent book, The Vanishing: The Twilight of Christianity in the Middle 
East, was published last month. It’s part memoir of Janine’s decades as a global war 
correspondent, part elegy to the vanishing Christian communities in the Middle East, 
and part testimony to the role of faith in her own life. 

She writes, “Danger is something I know well. I have operated in war zones, 
sometimes on autopilot, for three decades, mainly writing for Vanity Fair and The 
London Times. I know how to find my way out of a minefield and when to seek shelter 
during a bombing raid. I know how to get through just about any checkpoint in the 
Middle East.”  

As to her faith, she says, “Faith meant two things to me: ritual and a sense of 
belonging. Regardless of where I was in the world, I felt a sense of being part of a larger 
community, no matter how difficult, dark, or dangerous the situation was. Even in a war 
zone, I could always find a church somewhere. Inside the church, there would be 
someone else kneeling in the gloomy light, trying to communicate with something 
higher.” She adds, “It did not matter if the church was Catholic or Protestant, if it was a 
cathedral in Sarajevo or in a field in Rwanda. When I entered the space, I would feel at 
peace and no longer lonely.” 

I feel the same about entering the sanctuary here at All Souls, no matter how 
difficult, dark, or dangerous life has become. I came to All Souls on the Sunday after 
9/11, the Sunday after the invasion of Iraq, the Sunday after the Columbine massacre, 
the Sunday after Hurricane Katrina, the Sunday after the shooting at the Unitarian 
church in Nashville, the Sunday after Hurricane Sandy, the Sunday after the killing of 
Trayvon Martin, the Sunday after the killing of Jordan Davis, the Sunday after the 
election of Donald Trump, and so on. If I map my life based on where I go to grapple 
with tragedies, almost all roads lead here, to this sanctuary.  

This is also where I have come to mark the milestones in my life over the past 
three decades. Twenty-eight years ago, I stood before you in this chancel and promised 
that, to the best of my ability, I would nurture and instruct my daughter Zoe in the way 



~ 2 ~ 
© 2021 Galen Guengerich 

 

of right living, as parents pledge in our baby dedication. Twenty-six years ago, I 
promised that I would faithfully fulfill my responsibilities as your newly-called associate 
minister. Twenty-one years ago on this coming Thursday, I promised that I would 
faithfully love, honor, and cherish Holly Gail Atkinson as my wedded wife, as long as we 
both shall live. Happy anniversary in advance, my love. Twelve years ago, I promised 
that I would faithfully fulfill my responsibilities as your newly-called senior minister.  

It’s true that I’m supposed to come to All Souls on most Sundays – that’s my job. 
But what I want to say this morning is that I would come anyway, even if my name 
wasn’t inscribed on the side of the building as minister. I need to come so you can bear 
witness to my commitments and help forgive my shortcomings. I need to come so you 
can help hold me together when the world is falling apart and help bolster my 
confidence when I feel discouraged and heavy laden.  

All Souls did not burst into being spontaneously, nor is this congregation a 
creature of happenstance. It’s here because, over more than two centuries, people of 
deep faith and noble purpose took personally the responsibility to build this 
congregation and make it strong. On this Anniversary Sunday, we honor the faithfulness 
of those who came before us, including those longstanding members we recognize today. 

As it happens, this coming Friday will mark the 158th anniversary of President 
Lincoln's speech consecrating the cemetery at Gettysburg, where some of the 600,000 
Americans who died during the Civil War are buried, along with casualties of other wars. 
It’s worth noting that Lincoln’s speech at Gettysburg, perhaps his most compelling, 
dedicated neither the dead nor the cemetery itself. Rather, Lincoln used the occasion to 
dedicate the living, himself included, to the noble duty that had claimed the lives of 
those whose bodies lay in graves around them. Lincoln put it this way: 

 
It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the 
unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so 
nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the 
great task remaining before us — that from these honored 
dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they 
gave the last full measure of devotion — that we here highly 
resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain — that this 
nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom — and 
that government of the people, by the people, for the people, 
shall not perish from the earth. 
 

To my knowledge, no one has perished in the service of All Souls. No one has 
been called to give it the last full measure of devotion. But this congregation has 
endured for more than two centuries, and flourished much of the time, because some of 
our predecessors gave it the first full measure of their devotion. They built a place where 
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we reach beyond the narrow confines of our own lives and experience a connection to a 
larger community and a greater purpose. 

For my part, I want this congregation to be a sanctuary for all of us — a place of 
refuge and a source of possibility. I want us to enlarge our circle of compassion, to 
elevate our commitment to reason, and to plant more firmly our standard of justice. 
This noble purpose requires a full measure of our devotion. 

But I want this congregation to serve more than those of us who are already here. 
The consolations of religion also serve future generations. As Janine puts it, “Religion 
provides shared memory, a set of rituals that endure, patterns that can be passed down.”  

In years to come, I want my daughter and her husband to have a place where they 
can come when significant transitions in their lives need to be marked and momentous 
events in their world need to be grappled with. I want the same for their children, if they 
choose to have children, and I want the same for your children. I want the same for 
countless others — as yet unknown either to themselves or to us — who will enter these 
doors in days and years to come, looking for a place of refuge and a source of possibility.  

This is a day of thanks giving — a day when we express gratitude for what we 
have been given and acknowledge our duty in return. To the pioneering souls who 
founded this congregation, to the steadfast souls who built it up, and to the spirit of 
possibility that holds us all in a divine embrace: to these we commit a full measure of 
our devotion.  


