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Two weeks ago when I listed off the various places I’ve lived, I didn’t plan on mentioning 
Kalamazoo again so soon. 
Then again, no one would have imagined that the town with a funny name would burst 
onto world news. 
After Boston, my family moved to a parsonage on the corner of West Cork and Park 
Streets, in the south end of Kalamazoo proper. 
This is where my father served as the pastor of Trinity Reformed Church in the mid 70s. 
If we had stayed, I may have played, beaten Derek Jeter in baseball.   
That is, if I had played baseball, which I didn’t!  
I don’t remember too much about life in the “Zoo” other than the simple metal swing set 
in the back yard. 
I’ve also been told that I somehow tackled my brother in the center aisle of the church 
on one of my father’s first Sundays as minister. 
We wrestled like Cain and Abel in the middle of the stunned congregation-- thankfully, 
someone stopped us before my father’s head burst in anger and embarrassment. 
True story. 
The church and parsonage aren’t too far from where all of the mayhem took place last 
Saturday. 
Jason Brian Dalton1 and his 9mm semi-automatic handgun brought my old city to its 
knees with his cold, calculated assault on humanity. 
Six people are dead. 
At least one 14 year-old barely clings to life. 
Countless others have been traumatized, terrorized by his actions. 
As I write this, yet another mass shooting has taken place in little Hesston, Kansas and 
just last night in the state of Washington. 
We can try and compartmentalize all of this-- I know I have tried. 
Something that happens elsewhere is something that doesn’t happen here. 
It's about them, not us-- right? 

Virginia Tech isn’t Hope College. 
The theater in Auroa isn’t the Goodrich Theatres on US 31. 
Sandy Hook isn’t Lincoln Elementary. 
Mother Emmanuel AME in Charleston isn’t Second Church. 
Concert venues in Paris aren’t the DeWitt Auditorium at East High. 
We can try and distance ourselves at bit-- protect our sorrow, insulate our vulnerability. 
And yet, when we’re honest, we realize that we’re talking about Kalamazoo, Michigan. 
Down the road, Kalamazoo. 
Neighboring City, Kalamazoo. 
Bell's Brewery, Stryker Industries, a river with the same name, Kalamazoo. 
---- 
The bullets are getting closer. 
---- 
Close enough to almost hear the over 30 rounds that Dalton allegedly dislodged from 
that gun. 
                                                
1 http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/23/us/kalamazoo-michigan-shooting.html?_r=0 
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Rounds that snuffed out the lives of 17-year-old Tyler Smith and his 53 year-old father, 
Rich. 
They were looking at cars at the KIA dealership very near Western Michigan University 
where my wife went to graduate school and near to where I played against K College in 
football. 
Rounds that killed Mary Lou Nye, Mary Jo Nye, Dorothy Brown, and Barbara Hawthorne 
outside of a Cracker Barrel restaurant very close to where we celebrated my brother’s 
wedding back in 1993. 
Rounds that injured Tiana Carruthers outside of an apartment complex on G Avenue 
and that have critically injured 14-year-old Abigail Kopf. 
Abigail is 2 years older than my oldest.   
She literally clings to life, as I preach. 
When I played on that swing set on the corner of Cork and Park Streets, my parents 
weren’t constantly looking for someone like Jason Dalton cruising the city looking to 
indiscriminately kill children and attack life.  
But now, more than ever, we realize that Kalamazoo could easily be Zeeland; that 
the families grieving loss in those living rooms could be any of us; that the attack 
on humanity anywhere is an attack on humanity everywhere. 
In this regard I’ve been especially captured by the last part of our passage from Isaiah. 
Hear these words again as God’s voice speaking through the prophet: 
“Let the wicked forsake their ways, and the unrighteous their thoughts; let them return to 
the Lord, that he may have mercy on them… for he will abundantly pardon.” 
There is no question that what Jason Dalton did was wicked. 
He’ll have his day in court, which is fair. 
But from eyewitnesses and his own admission, he snuffed the life out of others with his 
9 mm handgun. 
It’s evil. 
It’s sin. 
It’s ugliness and sheer cowardice. 
And yet, God still invites not just Jason Dalton back into arms of mercy, but all of us, like 
myself, who hunger for revenge. 
Return to God, for God will abundantly pardon, the text says. 
“Abundantly pardon.” 

Verse 8 goes on to tell us that God’s thoughts are not our thoughts and that God’s ways 
are not our ways. 
No kidding. 
I would rather vilify mass shooters than rectify them. 
I would rather poke out Dalton’s eyes than turn my cheek. 
I would rather throttle my enemies than share my extra coat. 
God’s ways are indeed strange: 
--Welcoming aliens and foreigners instead of deriding them. 
--Protecting creation instead of trashing it. 
--Stewarding our gifts of sexuality instead of abusing them. 
--Loving our enemies instead of loathing them. 
--Forgiving wrongdoers instead of loading them up with shame. 
--Sharing the gift of forgiveness instead of hoarding it. 
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--Trafficking in hope instead of fear. 
--Dying upon a cross instead of nailing others to it. 
God’s ways are indeed very strange. 
But then again, we’re talking strange as in a spectacular, beautiful truth. 
A truth that is all about cultivating abundant life; redeemed life; restored life. 
--Not death; life. 
--Not guilt and shame; life. 
--Not a shallow, hallow existence; but living and loving with our very Maker.  
-------- 
Please circle back to the beginning of our text. 
Here is where God, through the prophet Isaiah, lays out some basic choices. 
Verse 1. 
We can keep eating bread that doesn’t fill and labor for what doesn’t satisfy. 
We can keep spending money on what doesn’t matter and waste our time on the 
superficial. 
Or, we can dine upon what is good and delight upon what truly matters. 
In other words, we can join God in the strange, spectacular work of extending mercy to 
others, or simply think that God only loves us. 
We can, as the Pope basically put it the other week, build bridges in our relationships, 
or we can keep building walls of separation and animosity. 
We can do that hard, messy, vulnerable work of loving others, or we can keep fueling 
the kind of hatred that guns down innocent children in places like Kalamazoo.   
God’s ways can seem strange. 
But the text makes abundantly clear that we are invited to join its strangeness; to dive 
into greater purpose and deeper meaning. 
Invitational language as in the verbs, “Come to me,” and “Seek the Lord,” and “Incline 
your ear,” and “Return to God,” are everywhere in this text. 
This is the general pattern of the gospel-- God frees us from the power of death 
and instead invites us into patterns of life:  
--We’re invited to not only to seek forgiveness for our own mistakes, but to also forgive 
those around us. 
--We’re invited to not only recognize God’s image within ourselves, but also upon and 
within everyone else. 
--We’re invited to not only sacrifice and suffer for the sake of righteousness, but to do 
everything possible to end the indiscriminate suffering and heartache from those around 
us.  
God’s ways are strange, especially when we focus upon the fullest revelation of God’s 
love, Jesus Christ. 
Strange, because what Christ did on the cross goes against almost every fiber of our 
being. 
Christ died so that others can live. 
-For our part, we’re used to the survival of the fittest-- fight or flight. 
Christ wore a crown of thorns so that we could wear crowns of victory. 
-For our part, we’re used to looking out for number one, for self-preservation and self-
glorification. 
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Christ suffered and embraced sacrifice so that others, including each one of us, can 
taste the kind of banquet table of love and abundance described in our text.  
-For our part, we’re used to fighting for the place of honor-- for elbowing out James and 
John, for the spot at Christ’s side. 
Yes, it’s all strange, as in a spectacular, beautiful strange when we also realize that God 
did all of this for us. 
For you and me and others outside these walls. 
(for) Abigail Kopf laying in that hospital bed hooked up to life support. 
(and) for others laying in morgues and even for the very shooters that put them there. 
------ 
I pray for those who continue to hear the sound of that gun in their ears. 
I pray for Abigail and others still struggling to live. 
I pray for people near and far who suffer similar type of heartache and brokenness each 
and every day. 
I pray for those who still think revenge and hatred will somehow satiate their hunger for 
purpose and meaning. 
I pray for the church, who, though we are empowered to be Christ’s very body in this 
world, spend way too much time squabbling over minutiae even as the very world is 
literally blowing up all around us. 
Let’s be honest, people won’t know God’s strange, spectacular ways if we aren’t willing 
to model them. 
People won’t enjoy foretastes of the banquet table if we aren’t proactive in sharing the 
menu. 
People won’t escape patterns of fear and self-loathing if we, ourselves, aren’t willing to 
be vulnerable enough to actually trust in God and the power of reconciliation, instead of 
9 mm handguns and cycles of vengeance. 
People certainly won’t hear the invitation to abundant life in Christ, if we aren’t the ones 
out there doing everything possible to cultivate such life in the lives of others. 
---- 
Our text talks a lot about food.  Here is what I also hunger for: 
I hunger for children to enjoy simple, metal swing-sets and canoeing trips down the 
Kalamazoo River-- even for their own opportunity to playfully tackle their siblings in the 
center aisles of churches. 
I hunger for desperate, lonely adults to know how much they are loved-- how truly 
cherished they are. 
I hunger for the church to be bold and true to our calling as covenant partners with God 
and witnesses to nothing less than the power of the resurrection. 
let us pray 
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