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This week as you all know, our country has been shaken once again by another horrific tragic shooting event down in Charleston, SC, as 9 innocent members of the Emmanuel (AME – African Methodist Episcopal) Church, including their pastor, were massacred by an enraged 21-year old during their weekly Wednesday evening Bible Study.  The perpetrator who committed such hideous and senseless inhuman act, was a self-proclaimed white supremist, had confessed in the past that the “victims” had to be “taken care of” simply because of who they were.  
Those were bitter words to anyone’s ears, especially in this day and age in the year 2015.  From a sociological point of view, it is quite alarming moment for us to measure how far we’ve come and how much more we have yet to work on when it comes to racial reconciliation in this country.  We are still struggling with the same issues as it was back then more than ½ a century ago.  

From a spiritual point of view, we find ourselves searching for answers or looking for some sense of understanding in light of God’s sovereign care.  Theodicy is the term that you might have heard of in describing the understanding of why a good God would permit the manifestation of evil.  Why do bad things happened to good people and bad people get away with doing bad things?  Some may say that this is all a human race issue and has nothing to do with God whatsoever.  There are no simple answers or easy solutions.  Certainly no one would’ve imagined that such tragedy would take place in a place of hope, peace and a refuge of the storms in our everyday lives.       



Ironically the various members of the church welcomed their would-be murderer and embraced him as one of their own, despite of the fact that he didn’t seemingly quite fit in or belong there to begin with.  This is God’s house, everyone is welcomed.  What’s more interesting was that the killer sat through the entire Bible Study before he acted. 

9 innocent lives were cut short, and their families’ lives, dreams and hopes shattered because of one man’s outrage, anger, and hate.  The pain and the grief are beyond human word’s descriptions.  But know that God is embracing us and reaching out to us during the most difficult and the most challenging time that we must face.

All of us, at some points, have been called upon to face difficult challenges, to climb a steepest wall, or to do the unimaginable.  Perhaps some of you are experiencing that right now when there seems to be no light at the end of the tunnel or at the bottomless pit with no way out.  It is through moments like these when our faith, our trust and our obedience in God are being tested. There will be times when we might feel like the young boy David, like the story that we read earlier, who stood all alone in the front line of the battlefield “Facing the Giants”.  


Sometimes we might feel like there is no hope in fighting this battle while everybody else has retreated and all of a sudden you find yourself standing in the frontline.  We may ask, “Where is God in the midst of all of this?  How can we find hope and peace in the midst of despairs and hopelessness?”   

Whether it’s a terminal illness that you or your family loved ones might be experiencing; or some form of systemic “–isms” that seems to have no simple overnight solution; or a series of hurdles and setbacks in life one after another, or a mountain that seems too high for us to climb, God assured us, through the work of the Holy Spirit, that all those who place their trust in him are precious and cherished in God’s sight.  We are all embraced in God’s love, as we extend God’s love to others, even those who hated you, those who persecuted you, and those who betrayed you or those who took your loved one’s life away from you.  

In light of the chaotic, troubling and confusing society that we live in today, where there seems to be more questions than answers, we seek to find words of assurance and comfort through Paul’s words to the early church in Rome, who was also enduring severe persecution and hate.  Many lives have been martyred because of their faith in God.  So what then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us?
  Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?  36 As it is written, "For your sake we are being killed all day long; we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered."  37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.  38 For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers,  39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.


In times like these, we all shall remain vigilant and pray continually at all times.  We shall seek ways to identify ourselves as part of the solutions, instead of contributing to the moral problem in our fractured society.  Evil is lurking around us who would take hold of us.  We must not let Satan to take stronghold in our lives.  We must reclaim our faith in God and nothing else.  We must be ready to face whatever challenges, whoever the giants, the Philistines and the “Goliath” who are out there waiting for us.  And God has promised to equip us for this battle accordingly.   

Through the Old Testament passage that we just read earlier today, we saw how God will equip each of us differently based on our needs and the battles that we will be called upon to engage in.  The tall statured King Saul was trying to put on his own battle gears on the little boy David’s body and to send him out into the same battlefield to face the Philistines….Of course it’s not going to fit.  The gears were way too heavy for David to carry.  

When it comes to getting ourselves ready for the battle for God, one size equipment does not fit all.  David took off the gear that Saul offered to him, but instead he used his own gears of a sling and stones to strike down Goliath the Philistine, the same way he used to chase away the wolves and the lions from his sheep as a shepherd boy.  

God has equipped us with the Belt of Truth, the Shield of Faith, the Breastplate of Righteousness, and the Helmet of Salvation.  Through this full Armour of God, we shall be able to conquer any battle and overcome any enemy (including our own fear) that stands before us.   


Like the story that we read in our gospel reading, we’ve become intimidated by our own fear whenever we find ourselves standing on the edge of the boat in the rough sea or when the storm is looming over us.  Our fear and insecurity prevent us from being bold and take courage, to speak when we must and to remain silent through our discipline of grace and humility.  We’ve become complacent and too comfortable with ourselves when the Spirit may invite us to take new risks and a giant leap of faith.

Friends, this country is not well.  There are still many open scars and wounds that have yet to be healed.  It still hurts whenever someone tries to rip through the skins.  It still bleeds!


As Dr. Martin Luther King once wrote “Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. HATE cannot drive out HATE; only LOVE can do that.” God has called upon each of us “to Do Justice, to Love Kindness, and to Walk Humbly with our God.”
  
The mission of God will not be shattered by any single individual or personal ideology, but instead, the mission of God has already been accomplished and revealed to us through the work on the Cross by Jesus Christ.  LOVE will triumph over Evil, just as Christ has conquered death and claimed victory over Satan.  Our commitment and our faith in Christ will remain unwavered in preserving a just and fair society that is rooted in God’s LOVE and not human HATRED.  

In closing, I would like to share with you some of the words that were spoken by the family of the victims, when they stood face-to-face, in front of the person who took away the lives of their family loved ones.


"We welcomed you Wednesday night in our Bible study with open arms. You have killed some of the most beautifulest people that I know. Every fiber in my body hurts ... and I'll never be the same" - Felecia Sanders

"I forgive you, my family forgives you. We would like you to take this opportunity to repent.  Confess.  Give your life to the one who matters the most: Christ.  So that he can change it.  Do that and you'll be better off than you are right now." - Anthony Thompson

"Although my grandfather and the other victims died at the hands of hate, this is proof — everyone's plea for your soul is proof they lived in love and their legacies will live in love, so hate won't win." - Alana Simmons


Friends, each day we are being called upon to face the modern day “Goliath and the Philistines.”  He might come in the face of a 21 year old murderer.  God is still sending us to the frontline in “Facing the Giant” and in proclaim God’s LOVE and FORGIVENESS to others….even those who hated us, those who persecuted us, and even those who took our loved ones away from us.  

God has equipped us and empowered us to fight this good fight until the end until Christ returns to us once again to reestablish his reign of God.  


Emmanuel – “God is with us”.  We are not alone!  God assures us that the Holy Spirit will go before us, defend us and protect us from evil’s way.   Charleston, you have exemplified what Christian LOVE is all about and you will always be in our prayers.  To the faith community of Emmanuel, we are with you and God is and will always be with us, s we stand united with you as brothers and sisters in Christ.  May all thanks and praise be to God.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen. 
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