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Good morning, Church! 

As many of you know I recently took a job in California, and have been living the past three weeks 
in Silicon Valley, which stands in stark contrast to my Chicago apartment in Bronzeville by the 
Green Line.  
I’ve been in the wilderness, my friends! :)  

I’m so happy to be home with you today. Not only because this space has been a spiritual wellspring 
for me for 7 years, but also because I have some theological queries I’ve been workshopping, and 
I’m planning to run them by you for this sermon. :D So sit back and relax, pretend we’re drinking 
coffee together after the service, and let’s talk about the mission trip, how to pray about gun 
violence, and the concept of restorative justice. 

After today’s service, the youth group will get in rented cars and head to the twin cities. (I know the 
youth group will return with amazing things to teach you, and I hope you follow our trip on 
Facebook as we blog our Minnesota experiences!) We will immerse ourselves in conversations on 
indigenous urban life, be trained in restorative justice practices, and ponder the role of Christianity 
in post-colonial work. We’ll study the Doctrine of Discovery, watch the congressional hearings on 
reparations held earlier this summer, and listen to NPR’s Codeswitch episode on native Hawaiian’s 
reinstituting native language into Hawaiian public schools. We’ll end the week camping in a 
Minnesota state park, listening to This American Life’s “Little War on the Prairie,” where we’ll learn 
about how our campsite is very near the site of the largest mass execution in U.S. history, when 
white settlers hung 38 Dakota people in 1862. 

So, I’ve been thinking a lot about native rights and indigenizing the way I view the world… I’ve 
especially been thinking about my role as a settler. At the same time I was preparing for the mission 
trip, our country revisited our relationship to mass shootings once again. As Chicago residents, we 
try to not care only about gun violence when mass shootings reach the national news. We know gun 
violence tatters part of our beautiful fabric of being here on the Southside. We know that trauma 
informs the growth cycle of our city residents and stays with us longer than any news cycle chooses 
to cover it. 

But I experienced this latest slew of mass shootings in a new community. Last week at my new 
church, we held a prayer vigil on gun violence. It was a meaningful and nourishing experience, a 
balm for those in the community who knew victims at the Gilroy shooting, which took place less 
than an hour from my new church building. But, my dear SPR, we did one thing there that I have 
been struggling with. We prayed for the shooters. 

This is what I want to workshop with you. I might get it intellectually, but it was viscerally hard to 
do when I was in the middle of the vigil. 

In the context of everything I’ve been exploring this summer—remembering that I myself am a 
settler, I myself am a person who participates in white supremacist systems and lives out colonial 
theologies—but also as a victim of violence, I wonder—do we/how do we offer our prayers 
[meaning our energy, our time, our activism, our intentionality, even the ways we move our 
bodies in the world] …do we offer that to the oppressors? 

I can go back and forth on this, and so, I think does our Scripture for the morning. 

First, from Isaiah’s Song of the Vineyard: 
The vineyard is God’s people; God is delighted in them. But then the harvest from the vineyard is 
rotten, and God basically peaces out on the vineyard: 
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“I’ll turn it into a ruin; 
    it won’t be pruned or hoed, 
    and thorns and thistles will grow up. 
I will command the clouds not to rain on it.” 

I get God’s reaction. There are gardens that cannot sustain the suffocating presence of some weeds 
for the garden to grow. Vigils are not the time to uplift shooters. White people should not be 
centered in anti-racism work. Cis people cannot speak to or portray the experiences of trans bodies. 
Settlers can not dictate the reparation of the people they continuously colonize. Isaiah ends with, 
“God expected justice, but saw bloodshed; righteousness, but heard a cry.” And so God’s justice is to 
uproot the vineyard. Give it no nourishment. Hate has no home in this fertile soil. We have decided 
to plant a new thing entirely. 

Tear down the system. Plant a new thing. Reinvent the ways in which we encounter each other in 
the world. I am sustained when I see theologies that take this route. I think Jesus embodied this 
often. Even in today’s passage from Luke, we see Jesus in full Jesus-rant, prophesying with acute 
accuracy about all the arguments his teachings will incur over dinner-table conversations with in-
laws. 
Jesus ends his rant by calling everyone hypocrites for being able to tell the weather but not being 
able to interpret the political climate of the day. (I so love sassy Jesus.) 
We need this sass. We need to be exasperated with systems and deconstruct them. We need to de-
center oppressive voices. Jesus being exhausted by people who don’t get it and calling them 
hypocrites is a holy act. 

And yet… 
I think there might be a yes and to God’s sense of justice in the world. It has appeared to me in some 
of the indigenized forms of Christian worship we’ve been exploring together at SPR as we prepared 
for this week’s trip. At some point, we need to usher people back into the circle. At some point, we 
do need to pray for the shooter. At some point—the settler and the indigenous person meet, and it's 
in that togetherness, in that circle, that a new thing is created.  
…Now, there are huge caveats to “at some point”—restorative justice give us frameworks to protect 
those harmed: the harm cannot be ongoing and the people harmed should dictate the resolution.  
But the radical idea here is that oppressed and oppressor could sit in the same circle and do the 
work together. Restorative justice argues that the transformation of harm into repair cannot be done 
if we’re not all in the circle together. Today’s Hebrews passage imagines this collective for us—the 
race we’re running together and the cloud of witnesses around us holding us accountable in that 
work. 

From the Psalms we have another example of transforming harm to repair: 
This time God has planted a new vine—its roots deep, its branches reaching to the sea—but the 
vine is left vulnerable and the people cry out to God to attend to the vine. Revive us! Don’t tear us 
down, the Psalmist calls, so that we may recover, and do the work in the world together of calling on 
your name. 

As a victim of violence, I wonder about the potential of transformed relationships like this 
with curiosity.  

As a perpetrator of violence, I say this with cautious hope for the creation of circles calling me 
into restored relationship with those I’ve harmed. 

There’s one more reading I want to bring into this circle this morning, from the Gospel According to 
AOC. :) 
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Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez is a woman who has endured truly violent, awful, heinous 
hate against her as a human being. 

And yet, at a vigil for victims of mass shootings in Texas and Ohio, AOC appealed directly to the 
growing number of Americans who Isaiah tells us to weed out of our soil.  
She began by naming an oppressor: 
“I don’t want to hear the question, ‘Is this president racist?’ anymore. He is.” 
“But,” she continued. “What I have to say to the young men and increasingly some of the young 
women in this country that are falling into the grips of white supremacy that find themselves 
getting radicalized in a funnel of vitriol, towards Latinos, towards immigrants, towards African 
Americans…towards all people of different faiths…what I have to say to you is come back. Because 
there is a mother waiting for you. I know it. I know there’s a teacher waiting for you, saying what 
happened to my kid? What happened to my friend? 
And we will always be here and hold space for you to come back. 
We will love you back.  
You are not too far gone…” 

My dear St. Paul and the Redeemer, I want to remind you about the good work you are doing in the 
world to uproot systems that are killing our good vines. I want to encourage you to de-center 
dominant, oppressive voices in your midst. Maintaining that perfect amount of Jesus sass when 
those around you really don’t get it. 

But I also want to leave you with this pondering of mine about what it looks like to love people back 
into the circle as we work to de-center their ideologies. Of what it looks like to restore relationships 
as we seek to dismantle the oppressive ways they began.  
What should be our response to a burning vine?  
Perhaps it could be this: 

Attend to this vine, 
    this root that you planted with your strong hand, 
    this child whom you secured as your very own. 
It is burned with fire. It is chopped down. 
    It dies at the rebuke coming from you. 
But. 
Maybe…it might not be too far gone… 
Maybe…we could revive it so that it can call on your name. 
Maybe…we could collectively love it back into the circle. 

Amen.


