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Job 38:1, 8-11; 2 Corinthians 5:14-17; Mark 4:35-41; Psalm 107, Alleluia! Give thanks to our God, whose love endures forever.

This past week, we experienced a horror that literally took our breath away. In an unspeakable act of violence, a young man walked into a church where he was welcomed into a prayer circle. He sat, immersed in the grace of that circle for an hour. Then he pulled out a gun and murdered nine people at point blank range.


The debate continues to rage as to what happened, why it happened and what we should call it. Was it domestic terrorism … an attack on Christianity and religious freedom … a racially motivated hate crime … or just a truly horrific anomaly, an explosion of violence from the soul of a tormented young man?  We’ll be talking about this incident for a very long time, but no matter what we say about it, one thing is very clear  -- the young man who pulled the trigger so many times in that church in Charleston seems stuck in a place of hatred, violence, and fear. And that flies in the face of the readings we heard proclaimed today.

In Corinthians today, we heard a call to transformation – anyone who is in Christ is a new creation. The old order has passed away; now everything is new! Listen to those words again and let them sink in – anyone who is in Christ is a new creation. The old order has passed away; now everything is new! If we are truly followers of Jesus, it’s a new day for us. Once we open our hearts to truly live our lives in Christ, we are no longer captive to whatever may have held us bound before. We are still human, of course. We still have a shadow side. And that shadow is capable of perpetrating everything from a horror such as we witnessed this past week, to the lesser horrors we confess at the beginning of each Mass when we say “ … let us acknowledge that there are times when we fall short and ask our God for pardon and peace.”  What Paul said is true. In Christ, we are assured of transformation … but to see that transformation in ourselves, we must first cooperate with that grace.

And that’s the trick. Because cooperation is not always easy. Cooperation with grace asks us to face into the dark side of ourselves, and not get caught in that darkness. When we say “God’s grace is sufficient for me,” what we ought to be saying is “God’s grace will always carry me through provided I do the hard work of allowing it to transform my life.” In other words, God’s grace is always a sure thing, but almost never an easy one.


The disciples came to know this, but only over time. In Mark’s gospel today, we hear about a group of Jesus’ closest friends and followers out on the lake with him when a huge storm arises. There’s wind and waves and maybe lightning and thunder; and the boat appears to be in danger of going down. But Jesus just sleeps through it all. So in a panic, the disciples wake him up and ask if he doesn’t care that they’re all about to drown. We imagine Jesus stretching, yawning, wiping the sleep out of his eyes and saying just a few words to the storm – Hush! Be calm! And suddenly it’s all over. No more storm. 


And then comes the interesting part. Jesus asks his close friends and followers why they were so afraid. Why did they worry that the storm would overcome them? Didn’t they know that he was with them and no harm would come to them? We might expect their response to the teacher and the master they had been following for some time now to be something like “O Lord, forgive us our lack of faith and our unbelief.” But instead of responding to Jesus, they turn to each to each other and they say “Who the heck is this guy anyway?”   

And that may be the nature of transformation in Christ. For most of us, it’s a slow process of coming to know and believe that Jesus is a reality in our lives. It’s a slow process of facing everything in our lives that makes us smaller than God calls us to be  – our shadow, our sins, our fears – acknowledging that God is in there somewhere …then promptly forgetting about until the next time we have a fear to face. Gradually, over time, the disciples came to know who this Jesus really was, and that they were
 transformed because they knew him. But it didn’t happen overnight. It didn’t happen even in the face of a miracle like calming a storm on a lake. Transformation didn’t happen once & for all for Jesus’ closest friends …  and it doesn’t happen that way for us either. 

All we can do is pray for the grace to believe in the transformation that is promised to us if we are truly trying to walk with Jesus  … to know that it is a reality for us right now … and to bring ourselves back to that reality every time we forget about it. We can always be closer to what God’s made us to be; it just takes surrender into God’s transforming grace.


In the face of the violence in Charleston last week – and the rising tide of racial intolerance and economic disparity in our country – I want to remember that all of us are already transformed. Because we live in Christ, we are all capable of doing something to stem that tide, to face into the dark shadow of violence and hatred that lives in us and in our society.  
· Maybe we pray for the young man who pulled the trigger and others like him who have not yet understood that they are capable of transformation. 
· Maybe we take a cue from our Buddhist friends who, in times like this, do deep meditation on what energies exist in them that might be helping to create and sustain violent energies in our society.

· Maybe we remember the gospel we heard last week, and remember the reality of the mustard seed. Anything we can do to combat violence and create peace – anything at all, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant  – will bring about the reign of God. We can hug a child, plant a garden, let a car move in in front of us, have a conversation with someone about love & forgiveness – we can all plant mustard seeds.

  
Maybe at times of national horror like this, we’d do well to remember the story of Job, told in part in our first reading this afternoon. You recall that Job had been visited by some very bad luck, and was demanding to talk directly with God. When God finally speaks to Job from the whirlwind, his message is this – How dare you demand justice from me? Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation? Were you there when I made all the creatures with a specific purpose for each? Do you know where I store the rain and snow and hail in vast vaults in the heavens  …and the voice of God goes on and on like this for four chapters until Job finally says, WHOA! OK! Enough already! I realize I am not God. I don’t have the total timeless, eternal picture of everything that you do. My ways are not your ways, and I don’t understand everything you do. But I am the beneficiary of all you have done. I have seen your goodness and grace and love. And so I will wait, in trust, on you.

We wait, like Job, for a final and perfect justice in our world.. But in the meantime, we use our transformation in Christ to bring that justice about right now. We don’t necessarily know or understand how or when that will happen. But awake in the boat, and caring for each of us, Jesus assures us that in ways large and small, we will be part of making sure that Charleston never happens again. 
Storms like Charleston or the riots we experienced in Baltimore in April are pretty terrifying, and they may scare us half to death. But they will never overtake us. The love and peace and compassion of the Christ will always prevail. Jesus the Christ – ever alive in each one of us -- is always awake.   
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