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This past week on NPR, I heard an interview with the two authors of a new book called 
“The Violence Project - How to Stop the Mass Shooting Epidemic”.  Granted the title of 
this book might make most of us want to flee in the opposite direction, but for me the 
interview provided important information on this disturbing trend.  I suspect that most of 
us sitting here this morning have been reeling from the impact of the horrific mass 
shootings that have been surfacing in a variety of places all over our country, including 
the deadly shooting of three senior members of St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church in 
Vestavia Hills, Alabama this past Thursday night.  Many of us wonder what we can do to 
slow down this disturbing trend.  Aside from calling our members of congress to urge gun 
reform or donating to congressional candidates who might have a desire to tighten gun 
control laws, we might be lost in frustration. While not all mass shooters are under the 
age of 21, the majority of them are.  The Violence Project provides a clear lens into the 
kind of young man who might turn to mass shooting - coming from an abusive home, 
being bullied at school, having suicidal tendencies, and perhaps most important - being 
isolated.   The research from “The Violence Project” also indicates that most of these 
shooters posted plans on social media prior to the shootings with the tragic response of 
people who might see these posts as merely actions of teenage angst.   There are notable 
exceptions to this pattern of not reporting and one that I remember well happened right 
across the water in Mukilteo.  I remember reading about a grandmother who somehow 
found out that her grandson was planning a mass shooting.  She turned him in, preventing 
at least one disaster.  She clearly saw this as a threat and a serious indication of a deeply 
disturbed young person. She followed the old saying: “See something, do something.”  
The Violence Project outlines very specific steps that can be taken to reign in this 
singularly American tragedy. Some of these solutions are being discussed by Congress at 
this very time. It takes a different approach from the failed attempts to ban the purchase 
of the most dangerous weapons such as AR-15s. One focus is on the early detection of 
mental health concerns. 

 All of our readings today have something to say about mental and spiritual health.  In the 
reading from First Kings, Elijah who has killed all the prophets of Baal is in crisis 
because Jezebel is threatening his life for this deed.  He escapes to the wilderness and 
begs the Lord to end his life. But the Lord has other ideas for Elijah and does not grant 
him this desperate wish.  Psalm 42, in one of the psalms of lament, also speaks of 
desperation: “My tears have been my food day and night.” (vs. 3) In talking to his soul, 
the psalmist cries out “Why are you so full of heaviness, O my soul? And why are you so 
disquieted within me?” (vs. 6).    These are all segments of scripture dealing with mental 
and spiritual despair.   
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The gospel reading is about Jesus’ encounter with a man possessed by demons but under 
Jesus’ command, the demons leave the man with the unclean spirit.  Then there is a very 
curious event.  The demons beg Jesus not to send them back into the abyss but to allow 
them to enter a nearby heard of swine.  With Jesus’ permission, the demons enter the 
swine who then barreled over a cliff only to drown in a lake.  This little bit of the story 
has always bothered me.  I mean what did the swine do to deserve this?    

The selection from Paul’s letter to the Galatians adds yet another voice to this discussion 
- that strong mental and spiritual health  must be grounded in a sense of belonging. “”For 
in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith…There is no longer Jew or 
Greek, no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female; for all of you are one in 
Christ Jesus”.  Remember the isolation of many young mass shooters.  

Paul’s letter confirms that it is possible for anyone to be a child of God through faith in 
Christ.  It doesn’t matter who we are, how much money we have or the color of our skin.  
Paul makes no distinctions.   

Paul then makes a surprising statement to the Gentile Christians.  He tells them that they 
are all now Abraham’s offspring.  Abraham is, of course, the father of the Jewish people, 
the progenitor of the whole family of Israel. Through faith in Christ, even these outsiders, 
these Gentiles have become children of God, members of the family, inheritors of all that 
God has so graciously promised Israel. This is a radical statement because the earliest 
Christians were Jewish by birth.  But now anyone could claim Christ as their savior. 
Exclusivity does not exist in this new understanding of Christianity.  

 Anyone who has ever tried to be accepted into a selective group of people knows how 
painful this can be.  Many of us adults have painful memories of trying to become a part 
of this or that group when we were teenagers.  Unless we were accepted by the group, the 
situation was hopeless. Young people can be very cruel in this way.  And if we are to 
believe the conclusions of “The Violence Project”, the bullying, the sense of isolation and 
subsequent lack of belonging has a great deal to do with why people become so angry 
that conducting a mass shooting is the only way for them to be seen and heard.  

This sense of belonging is so crucial to our well-being.  Today is both Father’s Day and 
Juneteenth, and while these important observances may not seem to be connected, they 
both have something to say about belonging.  Children need to have a strong connection 
to their fathers, a connection that is every bit as strong as the mother-child bond.  It is 
through this bond that boys in particular learn how to be loving and responsible men.  In 
my many years as a parish priest, I was able to observe many wonderful father-son 
relationships.  They belonged to each other in a very special way. Juneteenth also has a 
lot to say about belonging for it is the day of the official end of slavery following the 
Civil War.  June, 19, 1865!  It took more than two years for the Emancipation 
Proclamation to be acted upon in Texas!  The Union troops had to actually go to Texas to 
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ensure that the Black people of Texas knew that the Civil War had ended two months 
prior.   The masters knew but did nothing.  Did this act really make Black people in this 
country feel that they, at long last, belonged to this country, in this country.  Perhaps for a 
while during Reconstruction, but alas that blessed and exciting period only lasted 12 
years until oppression reared its ugly head in Jim Crow, restricted voting rights and of 
course the Klu Klux clan.   Now that Juneteenth is a federal holiday, Black people,  can 
feel a great sense of pride.   The murder of George Floyd instigated many positive 
changes.  The blood of the martyrs has awakened many in this country.  While the truly 
horrifying events, such as the racially motivated mass shooting in Buffalo, take up much 
of the media space, there are many hopeful things happening.  Have you noticed?  
Advertising featuring black people, TV shows with positive stories about black people,  
positive news stories about black people - they are everywhere.  Even my beloved British 
TV shows are featuring episodes that deal with racism.  There is a show called “Land 
Girls” on PBS that is about the women who went to work on the farms during World War 
II and there are a few episodes that feature the distress of these British women over the 
racial segregation of Black soldiers.  The last two books in the wonderful Maisie Dobbs 
mystery series, set in the same time period,  speak of how disturbed the Brits were by this 
horrific practice of the American military.  I am seeing racial justice being addressed in 
many ways and it is very exciting.   

As bleak as things seem at time, in this unsettled world of ours, we still have to live our 
lives with faith and hope. We are called to express our faith through action to ensure that 
we are on the right side of history. Desmond Tutu, the now deceased archbishop of South 
Africa, once said: “If you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side 
of the oppressors.”  There are so many ways to turn the tide, so many ways to be involved 
and I’ll tell you a little secret, we feel better about ourselves when we turn our despair 
into action. 

I suspect most of us deal with the demons that Jesus talks about in today’s gospel reading.  
With all that has been going on, our mental health system is flooded with people trying to 
get appointments with psychiatrist and therapists. And while mental health professionals 
are an important part of dealing with our sense of well-being, our faith plays a critical 
role.  We cannot underestimate our need to belong.   Diana Butler Bass, one of the most 
important and prolific Episcopalian theologians has written extensively about the 
importance of belonging over belief.  Not so long ago, she was presenting conferences 
around the country entitled: “Belonging, Behavior and Belief”, with the emphasis on the 
order of importance.   This concept is reflected in St. Augustine’s “Wherever you are in 
your journey of faith we welcome you.”   When we truly feel that we belong, we are 
empowered to live lives of hope. We are able to endure the unendurable because we have 
each other.  We are able to live in the peace that surpasses all understanding because we 
know that no matter what is happening in the world, we  know that Jesus is walking with 
us feeding us and giving us the courage to be a beacon of light to all around us.   
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