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May I speak in the Name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

“Abraham was tried by his Lord with commands, and he fulfilled them. Allah said, 
‘Indeed, I will make you a leader for the people.’ ... Abraham said, ‘My Lord, make this 
a secure city and provide its people with fruits—whoever of them believes in Allah and 
the Last Day.’”1 

I offer you these words from the Qur’an, because I just don’t know what else to say. 

Abraham is a righteous man and a great leader, and at the end of the day, he prays for 
what we all want: a secure city, where his people can thrive. 

But on Friday, Christchurch, New Zealand was not that city. Over 50 members of the 
Muslim community there were killed by a white nationalist gunman, in their mosques, 
at Friday prayer. 

And we know how these things go. We don’t even need to read the news. We can 
already predict who will try to use this tragedy to boost ratings or win votes. We can 
picture the speculation about the mental health of the white shooter. We can only 
imagine how many times we will hear the phrase “thoughts and prayers.” 

It’s all normal. Mass shootings are normal. Anti-Muslim violence is normal. Hate crimes 
in houses of worship have somehow become normal. It’s all so much background noise. 

I cannot accept this. 

I refuse to accept this. 

Racism and violence are so much a part of life as we know it that it’s hard for me to 
imagine a world without them. But I know that reflects only the limits of my 
imagination. To learn how to dream bigger, to be able to see God’s vision for the world, 
I know I need God’s help. 

In today’s reading from Genesis, Abraham—then still called Abram—is worried about 
dying without an heir. He asks God for one son, just one. 

                                                
1 Holy Qur’an, Surah 2:124a, 126a. 



And God tells him: You’re imagining too small. Why are you only asking for one heir? “Look 
toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able … so shall your descendants be.”2 

Abraham is granted not one son, but two. Isaac becomes the progenitor of Judaism and 
Christianity; Ishmael, of Islam. Today, half the world’s population traces its religious 
lineage to Abraham. 

Perhaps not in spite of, but because of, our membership in the same family, relations 
between Christians and Muslims throughout history have been … fraught. 

And it’s easy to demonize one person who has committed a terrible act of mass 
violence: one white man, obsessed with the Crusades, attacking a group of Middle 
Eastern and South Asian Muslims at prayer. 

Our understandable impulse after such a tragedy is to be reactive. To want to find out 
what kind of gun the killer was using, or which websites he was reading, as though 
these details will prevent a similar event from happening again. 

But when we, as Christians, imagine what the global relationship between Christians 
and Muslims could be … what would it look like if God invited us to imagine bigger?  

An end to anti-Muslim violence is possible. But it will only fall within our reach when 
we admit to ourselves that hate crimes happen in a context. 

It’s easy to make broad statements about uniting the children of Abraham, and harder 
to come to terms with what inspired the killer: a long history of Christian hostility 
towards Muslims with racist and colonial roots, and a global climate where 
Islamophobia, if not rearing its head on the surface of civil discourse, is always lurking 
just beneath it. 

We cannot change the past. But we can work to transform the present, so that we might 
have a different future. 

And we can take a serious look at our own relationships to power. Luke’s Gospel today 
is an interesting one. We think of the Pharisees as the enemies of Jesus, but here, some 
of the Pharisees have actually snuck away to warn him. 

The Roman Empire had no great love for Jews. The Pharisees are not being treated well 
under the reign of Herod Antipas. But they’re being more or less left alone. The worst 
thing they can imagine is for someone to draw negative attention to them, someone 

                                                
2 Genesis 15:5. 



who might provoke Herod to withdraw the few rights they have. Someone who doesn’t 
care about all the respectability they have worked so hard to build. 

Someone like Jesus. 

The Pharisees in this passage from Luke are not enemies of Jesus. They don’t want him 
killed. But they do want him to keep a lower profile—to protect himself, and to protect 
them. 

And Jesus answers them by inviting them to imagine bigger. 

So much is bound up in his few words. He sends them back to Herod—back to confront 
the power they fear. 

He tells them that Herod is the fox, and he is the hen. He is completely vulnerable, but 
not afraid. 

And in so doing, he tells them: You don’t have to be afraid either. Yes, you live in a broken 
system that is not of your own making. Yes, you are afraid to challenge the establishment 
because it could mean losing the little power you have. 

But you don’t have to cooperate with that system. You don’t have to be respectable, or play by 
Herod’s rules. 

We never find out what happens to those Pharisees. But because they choose to risk 
their own lives in efforts to save Jesus, my guess is that something in them is thrilled by 
this idea. That there might be such freedom in store for them if they can be free of 
Herod’s expectations and society’s rules, and adhere only to the rules of the Kingdom of 
God. 

That kingdom is so much greater than the systems of injustice we live with now. Jesus 
promises us that hatred and violence and suffering and death will not last forever. But 
the new kingdom is ours to build. 

Today, we mourn with the families and friends of those who were killed in Friday’s 
mosque attacks in New Zealand. We pray for their healing and comfort in the months 
ahead. 

We can honor the victims’ memories by refusing to succumb to indifference or despair. 
We can recommit to rejecting Islamophobia in all its forms, and make it known that as 
Christians, we will not stand for it any more. 



And we can accept God’s invitation to imagine bigger. To be just crazy enough to try 
and picture, and then to try and build, a world transformed—a world where racial and 
religious hatred are only a memory, and all of God’s children, including the many 
children of Abraham, can live in peace. 


