
“Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. I thank my God every 
time I remember you, constantly praying with joy in every one of my prayers for all of you, 
because of your sharing in the gospel from the first day until now. I am confident of this, that 
the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus 
Christ.” -Philippians 1:2-6 
 
 
My friends,  
 
I write today to finally put into words, however fumbling, my thoughts and pastoral 
response to the Pulse Tragedy in Orlando. By now we all have heard about the horrific 
massacre that happened early Sunday morning at Pulse, one of Orlando's leading gay 
nightclubs.  
 
While I immediately lifted up the tragedy at the beginning of worship last Sunday, the sheer 
magnitude of the event was yet fully realized. As the dust settled, we came to grips with 
fifty people losing their lives last weekend in the deadliest mass shooting in modern 
American history since we began keeping records at beginning of the 20th century. Beyond 
the 50 dead, which includes the shooter, 53 more were wounding, some very critically. 
Since Sunday morning a deep and dark fog descended on me. I have been without words, or 
even the spiritual, emotional, physical, and mental energy to respond. I struggle, even now, 
to know what to say. How does one speak to the unspeakable…again and again and again 
and AGAIN? What can be said that hasn't already been said, including things I've already 
said amongst us in the wake of Sandy Hook, Charleston, San Bernardino, and countless 
worldwide tragedies? 
 
As I continue to process this event, I have some thoughts I would like to share with you 
regarding what this means, and how I feel. This is by no means a complete set of thoughts, 
but rather where I am at and have been at in my head, heart, and soul this week: 
 

1. This tragedy personally hits me close to home. In fact, it did hit me at home. I grew 
up in Central Florida. Orlando was almost literally, and metaphorically, my backyard 
as a child. After college, I lived in Orlando. It WAS my home. It is part of me. Taking it 
one step further, I have been to the Pulse Nightclub before. I have stood in that bar. I 
have danced on that dance floor. I have been in that bathroom. I walked those very 
rooms where the shots rang, the bodies of the young and innocent dropped, and 
their blood flowed. And my heart is broken.  
 

2. One of my fellow UCC ministers, the Rev. Matthew Emery, puts it this way, “Beyond 
the sheer immensity of this shooting, it is important for us--as people of an Open 
and Affirming congregation--to [realize and] recognize the way this has felt 
particularly violating for the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer 
communities. In part due to the history of anti-LGBTQ prejudice [in society and in 
the church as well], gay bars and nightclubs occupy a special place in the life and 
heart of the LGBTQ community.” I cannot underscore this enough. These places and 
spaces are sacred. They are holy ground. I didn’t get it at first when I “came out,” but 



I quickly got it and now acutely understand. They are often the first, and sometimes 
only, places and spaces where LGBTQ persons feel safe. Where you can be you. 
Where you are OK, and not just OK, but celebrated! (God knows that, sadly, most 
churches aren’t safe for LGBTQ persons.) Another fellow minister, the Rev. Quinn 
Caldwell put it this in his UCC Stillspeaking devotional this week, “for many queer 
people, what happened at Pulse hits as hard as shootings in churches hit for 
Christians, as hard as shootings in black churches hit for black Christians. It's not 
just the death toll. It's not just that it was a hate crime. It's that it happened in a 
sanctuary." Again, I cannot underscore this enough. It is an important reality for us 
all to be made aware of, know, and to honor.  
 
Interestingly, Scott Pelly discussed this concept of sanctuary on the CBS Evening 
News earlier in the week. When interviewing the survivors, he found that so many 
lifted this concept of sanctuary and safe space. Scott remarked on how that 
surprised him. How it was surprising to those in the newsroom. For me, it is no 
surprising. No, it has been my lived reality.  
 

3. This tragedy underscores the vital importance of being an Open and Affirming 
congregation. Seaside UCC is the only Open and Affirming Christian congregation in 
the entire South Bay of LA. The South Bay is home to over 1.2 million people and 
countless Christian congregations. But we are the ONLY South Bay church that 
openly welcomes, and most specifically, AFFRIMS LGBTQ persons as fully human 
and fully loved. Heck I am the Pastor, an openly gay man and married to a wonderful 
husband. We really live this affirmation as a church.  
 
Now, I know what you might be thinking, “Surely some other churches welcome 
LGBTQ persons, Pastor Dave. We aren’t the only place.” And, “If a church is a 
Christian church, they love and welcome everyone, right?” Sure, some churches let 
LGBTQ persons attend, some might even let the join, but no other church lives this 
reality in the South Bay like Seaside. No, we are the only place my friends. There 
might be rumors of another church around here thinking about it, but until I see 
them raise a rainbow flag, I’m not buying it. My friends, WE are the safe space in the 
South Bay. WE are the sanctuary. And WE are the unique Christian witness the 
South Bay needs. This tragedy emphasizes this reality and the imperative work we 
have to do in sharing the unconditional love and God News of Jesus Christ, for ALL. 
 

4. And we must not gloss over that the victims of this tragedy were predominately 
Latino/a and Black. LGBTQ persons of color are especially vulnerable in our society 
(whether we want to admit it or not). I mourn with my LGBTQ sisters and brothers 
of color and stand with them. And we cannot rest until all the world is a safe, 
affirming, and just place for ALL the diversity of God's beautiful people. 
 

5. We have some hard issues that need to be addressed in our society and world. I 
realize making some of these comments might not “fly” for all, but I encourage you 
to take some hard looks with me.  

 



The hated and vitriol of the political world has been sickening. Some politicians have 
demonized an entire race of people. Calling for bans and God knows what else. It is 
sick. And it is sin. Don’t gloss over that in a rush to feel “safe.” Realize the 
unbelievable slippery slope before it is too late. We must not go there.  
 
Furthermore, some political groups gloss over the reality that the victims were of 
the LGBTQ community. Some religious groups say they are “praying for Orlando” 
but I’ve seen what they are praying for and they can keep their prayers. These same 
political and religious groups actively work to discriminate, demonize, demean, and 
dehumanize this same LGBTQ community in their words, their actions, their 
prayers, and their legislation. I say they shame themselves before God. 
 
Finally, we must face our gun issue in the United States. We must quit avoiding it. It 
must be dealt with. Please don't recite to me the 2nd Amendment while I as a Pastor 
must again and again and again recite the names of the dead from yet another mass 
shooting. How much more blood must be spilt? We are the only country in the entire 
Industrialize First World that has a gun issue of this magnitude. Let’s please have 
the discussion. It is (beyond) time.  
 

 
In closing, I want you each to know how blessed I am to be the Pastor of Seaside UCC. I 
want you each to know how blessed I am to be your Pastor. The love, warm, generosity of 
spirit, fellowship, care and concern we have for each other is wonderful. Like the Apostle 
Paul to the Philippian Church, “I thank God every time I remember you.” In times like these, 
knowing I can stand in the pulpit of a community of faith that deeply cares for me, my 
husband, us as a couple, it means more than you know. You are a gift and I thank God for 
you continually. And thank you for being my fellow partners as we, together, continue to 
share the unconditional love of God for all in the name of Christ in the South Bay.  
 
Peace, 
Pastor Dave 
   
 
 


