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 Last week members of this church participated in the March 

for a Culture of Peace that took place downtown.  I had the 

privilege of speaking at the rally at the end of the march.  I had 

also been a part of the group that had planned the event, and so 

prior to the march itself some of us walked the route.  The 

Peacekeepers lead the way, while others of us joined in.  We 

handed out flyers that advertised the march and the rally to 

people we saw there on the street.  Frequently we would take 

these flyers and stick them in people’s doors or near the entrance 

of their home.  When I went into ministry I never saw myself as 

one of those door to door evangelists, but here I was! 

 One encounter of handing out these flyers was particularly 

memorable for me.  I walked up the steps to place a flyer in the 

metal door handle of someone’s apartment.  Then I heard one of 

the Peacekeepers yell out, “It’s OK we are just here to give you 

some information.”  I turned to see who he was talking to.  At first 

I couldn’t tell.  But then I noticed a pair of eyes peering out at me 
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through the window of the apartment I was standing in front of.  

Looking more closely, I could finally see the outline of a woman 

hiding in her living room.  She must have hid when she saw me 

approaching.  All I could really see of her though were her eyes.  

They were piercing eyes; full of fear.  I collected myself, said, 

“Sorry!” and walked back to the street. 

 During the march itself, though, there was a very different 

tone.  The people who live in the neighborhoods we walked 

through came out with us.  They waved on their porch and flashed 

peace signs.  They took pictures and videos with their phones.  

There was tremendous energy, both from the physical act of 

marching and the emotional experience of seeing everyone come 

together despite their differences.  Some of the kids from our 

church were the most energetic chanters of them all!  The 

contrast in moods was striking.  Just for a moment we had a taste 

of hope; the possibilities that brotherhood and sisterhood could 

bring about. 

 At the rally we heard stories of heartbreak, of loss, of grief, 

and most of all from fear.  They were not dissimilar to the story we 

heard this morning.  Only it isn’t just in the big cities like Chicago; 

gun violence is pervasive in our community.  This violence stems 

from a revenge mentality.  One person gets shot, and so their 

crew has to go get the one who shot him.  And so on and so on.  
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As Gandhi observed, an eye for an eye leaves everyone blind.  

Unfortunately with the addition of guns into this equation, they 

wind up worse than blind.  Guns transform every disagreement 

and argument, no matter how petty, into a matter of life and 

death.  You probably read the article in the New York Times, or 

heard about it, in which a two year old shot themselves with a gun 

in the home.  Without guns there to escalate the situation, 

Trayvon Martin and George Zimmerman would have been in a fist 

fight, and very likely both still alive.  The man who robbed a north 

Omaha Wendy’s with an air pistol would still be alive today, as 

would the crew member of the TV show Cops who got caught in 

the crossfire, because even the threat of a gun escalates anxiety.  

This is a stark way, perhaps, to kick off this month in which we 

explore the theme of mortality.  But we cannot ignore the most 

serious threat to our community – gun violence has to put 

mortality front and center in our consciousness. 

 Despite the energy and hope of the march and rally itself, I 

find that my biggest take away from the whole experience was the 

eyes of that woman hiding from me in her living room as I 

approached her door.  Yes, I have had people come up to my 

door that made me nervous.  Folks who were not from my 

neighborhood.  But they usually turn out to be Jehovah’s 

witnesses or lawn companies my neighbors hired that are trying 
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to get more work.  I don’t recall ever fearing for my life.  I certainly 

have never hid from these people; at least not out of fear.  I hide 

from the Jehovah’s witnesses sometimes, but that’s for a different 

reason.  No the woman who hid from me did so out of fear.  Not 

that I would pester her about her religion.  Fear was such a 

constant experience for her that I am sure it was reflexive.  You 

can’t trust strangers, particularly ones of a different race or 

economic status.  Guns and violence create fear in people, and 

fear leads to isolation.  Fear separates us from each other.  Guns 

add a level of death, and that is the scariest thing to live with 

everyday. 

 Events like the March for a Culture of Peace are a battle for 

the truth.  In and of itself, marches and rallies don’t do very much.  

They don’t actually take any guns off the streets.  But they do 

communicate something that is very important to the people like 

the woman hiding in her living room, and to the entire city: that 

you are not alone.  That there are people in the city of Wilmington 

and in the suburbs who care about you.  That there are black 

people and white people who do not want to see anyone else die 

at the hands of gun violence.  That there are faith communities, 

churches, synagogues, temples, non-profits, even hospitals that 

treat gunshot victims that do not want to see this persist.  That 

despite our differences we can come together to express our 
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caring, our love, for our fellow brothers and sisters.  That is a 

powerful message.  It is a battle over what is true: fear that 

isolates or love that brings us together? 

 I have been talking a lot about guns, but I promised God and 

America in this sermon too.  Let’s start with America.  There is an 

old tradition in our culture that is sadly on the decline.  It is the 

tradition of the common good, the civic religion, the idea that there 

are robust public spaces for discussion and debate.  These public 

spaces need not turn nasty and they certainly should not be 

turned over to the private interests of corporations.  This tradition 

is called participatory democracy.  That is democracy that goes 

beyond merely electing politicians to represent our views.  

Participatory democracy is a grassroots effort to organize around 

the interest of the common good.  Before becoming President, 

Barak Obama used to do this sort of work in Chicago. 

 One of my good friends, Rev. Mark Stringer who is the 

minister in Des Moines Iowa, preached about this at General 

Assembly last year.  Mark and I used to do pulpit exchanges 

when I was just around the corner in Omaha Nebraska.  He and 

his wife attended my wedding.  For a number of years now he and 

the congregation in Des Moines have been a part of a network of 

churches and other institutions that organize around the interest 
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of the common good.  In that sermon last June, he shared a story 

that I want to share with you: 

“After marriage equality had come to Iowa, I attended a 

subcommittee meeting at the Iowa State House on a proposed 

ban on same-sex marriage and civil unions. In order to secure a 

seat in the small room where the meeting was scheduled, I 

arrived 90 minutes early, requiring me to sit for a nearly 90-minute 

long prayer meeting held by a nondenominational group. 

The dozen or so members of the group doing the praying sat 

at a big table in the middle, and traded off extemporaneous 

prayers for our legislators, for our country, for our state, for each 

other, for unborn children, confessing their love for all people and 

their desire that the meeting that would follow would be civil, and 

that all voices would be heard.  At one point, the state 

representative who was chairman of the subcommittee entered 

the room. It seemed the prayer group had invited him. They put 

their hands on him and they prayed. Then he shared his position 

that the people of Iowa should have the right to vote to take away 

the rights of others. Soon he left, and the group continued their 

prayers. 

I remained silent, taking in the scene, thinking of my time in 

the room as an opportunity to meditate on the complicated 
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humanity and inherent worth and dignity of my neighbors. Just 

past the one-hour mark, one of my fellow marriage equality 

activists leaned over to me and said, ‘Mark, I'll give you $5.00 if 

you offer a prayer.’  I brushed off the offer at the time. I didn't think 

it was my place to invade their prayer meeting, when my theology 

was so clearly different. But just a few minutes later, after one of 

them offered a prayer for those perverting the Lord's sexual 

intentions, I couldn't help myself. 

I broke a moment of silence with a prayer for all the couples 

I've had the privilege to marry.  For their families.  A prayer of 

celebration for them receiving the rights and benefits and equal 

treatment they have deserved for so long.  I offered words of 

gratitude to live in a state where this is possible, and to be able to 

be at the state house that day in support. And I prayed that we 

could all be inspired and motivated by the spirit of love. 

I didn't get that $5.00.  Oh, but I got a lot more.  Even with 

my friends beside me, I felt really alone in that prayer meeting 

until I was able to respectfully participate on behalf of my faith. I 

felt alone until I lived my religion, so that it could, like sunshine, go 

everywhere.  Did my prayer alter the thinking of the prayer group?  

Probably not.  But it did change the energy of the room, and lift 
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the spirits of those who were present on behalf of equality, 

including me.” 

 Despite the many problems our nation faces, one of the 

greatest gifts we have is respecting the common good.  If we 

shrink away from that responsibility then we allow others who 

would not be so responsible with the power to have it.  It all 

comes down to which should win: fear that isolates us or love that 

brings us together.  When Mark spoke up for love; he knew he 

was doing the right thing. 

 Which brings us to the “God” part of God, Guns, and 

America.  Many theologians have theorized about how is it that 

God works in the world.  The official word for that concept is 

called “grace.”  One idea is that God is not actually omnipotent.  

How could she be?  If God were omnipotent, wouldn’t bullets stop 

in mid-air before they strike innocent people, especially children?  

They fact that such things do not happen must mean that God’s 

power is limited, and by definition not omnipotent.   

So what part of God is left to us?  How does God work in the 

world?  How does grace happen, these theologians asked?  

Perhaps we are thinking about God all backwards.  Rather than 

imagining some bearded man in the sky pulling the universe’s 

strings like Geppetto, maybe God is something else.  Perhaps the 
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only power God really has is the power to persuade; to move in 

the hearts and minds of men and women.  Maybe by God what 

we really mean is the spirit of love that brings us together in 

community. 

That spirit is made alive through networks and coalitions of 

people like the one Mark Stringer mentioned in his sermon or like 

the one that planned the March for Peace.  People who are 

different, who are of a different race, religion, or location can still 

have one thing in common: a desire to put an end to gun violence.  

A desire to not see one more child killed by guns.  That desire, 

that love, can bring people together despite their differences.  

Together, organized around an interest in preserving the common 

good, we can be powerful in a way that we cannot imagine. 

With these words Mark Stringer concluded his sermon at 

General Assembly, and I will give him the last word to this one as 

well: 

“Many years ago, a retired minister shared with me that her 

interfaith work in the community had saved her. At the time, I 

thought her testimony was a bit dramatic.  But I believe I now 

know what she meant. She was saved by her interfaith organizing 

and public witness, because it is the work through which we 

shape ourselves to fit this world, and by the world are shaped 
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again. It is the work through which the visible and the invisible 

come together in common cause to produce the miraculous. It is 

the work that can save us, too, for it is the work through which we 

can give ourselves to something larger than ourselves, finding 

through this giving that our deepest needs are met. 

So let's give ourselves more often to the possibilities of 

collaboration. Let's be witnesses for our faith in this troubled 

world. Let's put aside our discomfort with difference, taking the 

risk to work with those who are willing to work with us, and letting 

that work agitate and inspire and transform us.”  Amen Blessed 

Be 

 


