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Texts: Isaiah 65:1-9; Psalm 22:19-28; Galatians 3:23-29; Luke 8:26-39 

 It has been a sad week.  Last Sunday as we gathered here for worship, we were just 

hearing the first reports of the shooting at the Pulse nightclub in Orlando, Florida.  A week 

has gone by and we have learned much more – about a lone shooter who pledged allegiance 

to the Islamic State, of 49 people killed and another 54 injured because of their sexual 

orientation.  And the voices on all sides of the political spectrum made haste to cry out with 

name-calling and finger-pointing. 

 I know that among those of us gathered here for worship there is a wide range of 

opinions about this country’s gun laws.  I know that among those of us gathered here there 

is a wide range of opinions about the religion of Islam.  I know there is a wide range of 

opinion about who ought to be the next president of our country and about what steps 

ought to be taken to prevent more tragedies such as this one. 

 But let me tell you something that I find shocking.  Last Sunday, in addition to the 

50 people killed in Orlando, another 38 people around the nation were killed by someone 

with a gun.  On Monday, another 35.  On Tuesday, 33.  Wednesday: 27.  Thursday: 24.  So 

far this year, there have been 6,177 deaths by gunshot in the United States, and another 

12,603 injured.  Those figures do not include suicides. 

 It’s Father’s Day and all across this nation there are fathers who are mourning their 

children’s deaths, and there are children who are mourning their father’s death.  This 

morning families all over this nation are planning funerals when they ought to be outside 

grilling steaks on the barbie, or spending a day at the lake, or taking a drive to see 

grandma and grandpa. 
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 How are we, who follow Jesus as his disciples, how are we to respond to a tragedy 

like Orlando? 

 In this morning’s gospel, we find Jesus crossing over a line – a border line – to heal 

a man possessed by demons.  Jesus and his disciples have crossed the Sea of Galilee to the 

country of the Gerasenes.  They have crossed over from Jewish lands into Gentile territory.  

And the first person they meet is this possessed man.  He, too, has crossed borders – from 

sanity to insanity, from civilized to uncivilized behavior.  His fellow townspeople have tried 

to restrain him with chains and shackles, but the demons inside him are so strong and 

violent that they are able break the chains and drive him into the graveyard, the place of 

death. 

 This is a story about release and reconciliation.  It doesn’t matter to Jesus that this 

man is a Gentile.  It doesn’t matter that he lives in a foreign land.  Jesus sees that what is 

deepest in this man is not the demons, but his humanity – created in the image of God.  

Jesus sees a man who is separated in every way from the places of life and relationship – his 

home, his family, his community.  Jesus meets this possessed man there on the border of 

despair and disintegration.  And Jesus doesn’t turn away, but turns toward him in 

compassion.  Jesus sees a child of God in need of healing and Jesus heals him.  Jesus gives 

this man a new life. 

 The passage from Paul’s letter to the Galatians is not printed in the bulletin, so I 

have printed it on an insert.  Get that out right now and read verses 27-28 along with me:  

“As many of you as were baptized into Christ Jesus have clothed yourselves with Christ.  

There is no longer Jew nor Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male 
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and female, for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”  Take a pencil and underline those two 

verses.    

 Jesus came to heal you and give you a new life.  And in that new life, Jesus has 

erased the human borders of race and class and gender, all the borders that we want to 

maintain.  Those of us who follow Jesus as his disciples are called to see what we have in 

common with every other human being on the planet.  This is not easy, because we are so 

conditioned to look at other people as just that: “other.”  And this does not mean that the 

differences between people are erased.  The human race is a grand mosaic of color and 

language and tradition.  Jesus calls us to see that what is deepest in another person is that 

they are created in the image of God.  In all our diversity and difference, we share a family 

resemblance.  There is no longer old or young, citizen or alien, gay or straight, conservative 

or liberal, Lutheran or Baptist.  For all of you are one in Christ Jesus.   

 With that in mind, back to the question:  How are we who follow Jesus as his 

disciples, how are we to respond to a tragedy like Orlando? 

 First of all, we must step aside from rushing to judgment.  We must step back from 

claiming that what happened was somehow God’s will or God’s plan or God’s wrath.  Evil 

is NEVER God’s desire.  Evil is the opposite of God’s desire.  We must step back from fear-

mongering and name-calling and demonizing people who are not “like us.” 

 Second of all, we must step back from imagining that there is one simple solution.  

Ban assault weapons?  Ban Muslim immigrants?  The issues are way deeper and more 

complex.  There is no easy or straightforward solution.  But we must hold our leaders 

accountable.  Giving in to political gridlock or identity politics is no answer.  We must learn 

to speak with each other, to have real conversations across borders of ideology and dogma.  
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We must acknowledge that violence is not the answer to violence.  We must search together 

for ways to stop the killing. 

 This morning I want to read to you from two letters that came into my email this 

week.  The first letter is from Bishop Elizabeth Eaton, the presiding bishop of our 

denomination, the ELCA.  She writes: 

 “There is another way.  In Christ God has reconciled the world to God’s self.  Jesus 

lived among us sharing our humanity.  Jesus died for us to restore our humanity.  

God invites us into this reconciling work.  This must be our witness as the 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America….Our work begins now.  We need to 

examine ourselves, individually and as a church, to acknowledge the ways we have 

divided and have been divided.  We must stand with people who have been 

“othered.”  We must speak peace and reconciliation into the cacophony of hatred 

and division.  We must live the truth that all people are created in God’s image.” 

 

The second letter is from Bishop Jim Hazelwood, Bishop of the New England Synod.  He 

writes: 

 “I am a bishop in this church for several reasons.  One of them is my clear and 

unequivocal conviction that all people are Children of God.  There are no buts, no 

exceptions. I deeply value our Muslim brothers and sisters.  I love all of God’s 

people in the LGBTQ community.  I believe in the vital role of healthy religion as a 

voice in the republic, and value living in a place and a land where I am able to 

articulate that voice.  My place in these times is for us to stand with those who can 
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all too easily become the object of derision and scorn, while at the same time lift up 

that we are not a people of fear.  We are a people of hope.” 

  

 We who follow Jesus as his disciples, we are a people of hope.  And in that hope, the 

most important thing we must do is to pray.  On the insert in your bulletin is printed a 

litany for the Orlando Massacre.  I invite you to pray with me now… 


