
REWRITING THE STORY 

18 Pentecost – A October 8, 2017    Psalm 13, Matthew 5:1-12 

 

You and I have a story.  Your story and mine are not exactly alike, but our stories 

intersect in a number of places.  For each one of us, Emmanuel Lutheran Church has become a 

part of our shared story. You are a part of this congregation and, by extension, the people and 

communities touched by Emmanuel’s ministry. 

Our stories have their high points and their low points. For several of us, that story 

included last Sunday’s morning worship and, later in the day, a service of Evensong and 

Blessing of the Pipe Organ in All Saints’ sanctuary. Last Sunday evening was the culmination of 

a few years of dreams, and more than a few years of hopes for our sister congregation. As I made 

my way from Southern Shores back to Wilson Sunday night, the melodies of the Magnificat and 

Nunc Dimittis kept me singing (and awake) for the drive home.  

Shared stories can happen even when we are apart, so we all were jolted out of the bliss 

of a night’s sleep Monday morning by the horror of the senseless violence that took place 

overnight in Las Vegas, leaving nearly sixty dead and more than five hundred injured.  I’m sure 

that most of us labored through much of Monday in a daze, dealing with a mixture of emotions: 

stunned, angry, afraid, despairing.  Every instance of senseless violence leaves us feeling this 

way, wondering “How long, O Lord?” with the psalmist. 

Already our minds are filled to overflowing with concern for hurricane and earthquake 

victims. Even now, we are watching carefully to ascertain what danger is happening as Nate is 

hitting the Gulf Coast.  Right now there is enough terror in nature. Any human death toll is too 

many; yet our despair is exacerbated by human terror and the threats that it presents. 

Monday, the ELCA released the resource: Service of Prayer and Lament in a Time of 

Violence. It was an adaptation of a previous service, because these incidents of violence are all-

too-common.   

Late-night TV host Conan O’Brien arrived at work on Monday morning and the show’s 

head writer handed him a file containing the remarks he gave following the Sandy Hook 

massacre in 2012 and the 2016 mass shooting at the Pulse nightclub in Orlando, Florida. The 

writer then suggested that O’Brien review his prior comments before responding to the shooting 

in Las Vegas. “That struck me,” O’Brien said. “How could there be a file of mass shooting 

remarks for a late-night host? When did that become normal? When did this become a ritual? 

And what does it say about us that it has?” [“Conan O’Brien Has A Chilling Question After Las Vegas 

Massacre” accessed at huffingtonpost.com]  I also recall our former President Obama saying that he was 

worn down [my words] by having to speak, time and time again to yet another shooting tragedy. 

Our Ministerial Association met Tuesday morning, and we devoted a great deal of the 

meeting time to processing all that had taken place, asking ourselves: “What will we have to say 

on Sunday?” My answer (to my own question, since I led the meeting) was that I wasn’t sure 

what I would be saying, but I knew that this was something I could not ignore.” 

Most of this morning’s readings are not the regular lectionary selections, but rather, were 

readings chosen for a time like this.  I’ve heard the cries that, like Job, ask about why a good and 

all-knowing God would allow this kind of tragedy.  I’ve heard plenty of people say: “’Thoughts 

and prayers’” just don’t cut it. The expression is so instinctively said that it is virtually 

meaningless.  (And, to be fair, I’ve also used that expression many times, with good intentions, 

but you know what people say about good intentions.) 
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Even though Lutherans try to steer away from “works-righteousness,” I think it’s 

important that we back up our words with action if we truly believe God is calling us together to 

make a difference in this world. Thoughts and prayers really aren’t enough. It’s tough to make 

any change for the better when people are spread across the map with opinions of what to do or 

not do. But doing nothing is not any option.  

Unfortunately, in politics, doing nothing is a frequent option because people are often 

locked and unyielding in their opinions. No doubt each one’s personal story has informed how 

they will vote, but for those who long to cross the aisle, to be in dialogue, there is often a fear of 

retaliation by members one’s political party. So America is in a tug-of-war. “We need to talk 

about gun violence” gets met with “People are grieving. Now isn’t the time to talk about gun 

control. Wait until cooler heads can prevail.” Of course, we are never so far removed from a 

violent incident that it’s ever the right time.  

If we wait until a “right time” we accomplish nothing.  And that applies to gun violence, 

racism, helping rebuild Puerto Rico (and the ignored Virgin Islands), or responding to any 

disaster.  The time is now.  To quote God speaking through the prophet Amos: “21I hate, I 

despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. [Here he could easily 

say: “And your ‘thoughts and prayers’ don’t mean ‘squat.’”] He continues: “But let justice roll 

down like waters, and righteousness like an everflowing stream.” Thousands of years later, this 

nation would end its pledge of allegiance with the words: “and liberty and justice for all.” 

But is there true justice for all, and do we enable justice to roll down like waters?  Good 

news happens when we understand that God’s love is especially deep for those who are the most 

vulnerable, those who long for justice. Glimpses of humanity working for justice happen after 

almost every tragedy, and we see examples of people at their best. Even though we come from 

different places with differing stories, times of tragedy draw us together for mutual solace and 

comfort; and in those moments we remember we are all God’s children and the creation that God 

called “good.”  There are times that bring us together as close to being “one” that we can ever be. 

The Beatitudes you heard this morning are a reminder that we are all part of God’s story, 

and it is a story of love and mercy.  Binding up the brokenhearted and caring for “the least of 

these” is naturally what we are called to do, because Jesus has told us to: “Go and do likewise.” 

God has called, enlightened, equipped, and sent us as a holy people. In the spirit of Jesus sending 

out his disciples to “do even greater things than these,” Martin Luther reminds us we are “a 

priesthood of all believers.”  

At Tuesday’s Ministers’ Meeting, there were plenty of ideas, emotions, hopes, and yes, 

prayers shared.  But we did not solve the world’s problems that day, and we had to break off the 

discussion, not with conclusions, and perhaps, with more questions than answers. Of course, I 

think the nature of the faith is to look at our world and keep asking questions. The more we ask, 

the more we open ourselves to learn. 

My comments to you this morning won’t give us all the answers, and probably won’t 

magically bring us together to be “of one mind”—not today, anyway. But if we keep asking 

questions, we keep the discussion alive, and continue to dialogue and work together toward 

solutions to violence, hatred, distrust, and the many other things that press upon us.  We might 

even move beyond the expected “thoughts and prayers” of the church to be a people who can 

effect change, a church that can make a difference, and, with God’s help, be a people who can re-

write the story, and bring a greater glimpse of heaven on this earth. It’s a start.  Amen.  


