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On November 7, 1940, the Tacoma Narrows bridge over the Puget Sound in 
Washington suffered a catastrophic collapse. (I suppose the collapse of any bridge would be 
considered catastrophic) The collapse was caught on video footage, as for over an hour the 
bridge was oscillating and twisting uncontrollably. It seems that the perfect conditions of 
sustained winds coming from just the right direction drove the suspension bridge to its 
resonant frequency, causing the undulations. When a supporting cable snapped, there was 
nothing to stop the oscillations; furthermore, the design and construction of the bridge caused 
a failure of the bridge to dissipate the energy that was being created by the vibrations.

As you watch the footage of the bridge swaying like a swing hanging from a live oak 
tree, there is a moment just before the collapse when a man who was on the bridge is running
for his life. 

I can only imagine what it must've felt like, to run when the ground under your feet is 
moving in every direction. Just watching it made my stomach turn.

Or think of what it must be like to experience a major earthquake. The closest I have 
ever come was one summer when I was in Honduras when I was about 19 years old. There 
was a tremor one night that shook the house I was staying in for about 10 seconds, startling 
me out of my slumber. But I can only imagine what what it would be like to be in a major 
earthquake, feeling the earth jerk out from under my feet, watching the buildings sway around
me, hearing the crash of breaking windows and dodging objects falling from shelves. 

Images like these are what comes to mind when I read the words of the psalmist, “God
is our refuge and strength, an ever present help in times of trouble. Therefore we will not fear,
though the earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea; though 
its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble with its tumult.”1 

A picture of the world falling apart all around us. That's how I felt when I awoke on 
Monday morning and turned on the news. Hearing the terrified screams of thousands of 
people as they tried desperately to run away from the shower of bullets raining down from the 
32nd floor of the Mandalay Bay Hotel in Las Vegas. I could only watch the footage with abject 
horror, wondering how in the world it could be real. 

It was one of those moments when I embraced the truth that Paul proclaims in 
Romans, namely, that “the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as
we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.”2 

How many of you felt that way? How many of you had no words to express your 
dismay, your horror, your gut-wrenching disgust at the magnitude of evil emanating from the 
act of one man?

Pretty early on in the week, I decided to make the massacre in Las Vegas the focus of 
our Wednesday evening BRIDGES programming, as well as today's worship service. I did so 

1 Psalm 46:1-2
2 Romans 8:26
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for a couple of reasons. 
One reason is that the sad truth is, these kinds of attacks are occurring far too 

frequently in our nation and around the world. So frequently, in fact, that life resumes to a 
calm normality everywhere except the place directly impacted. We simply cannot let our 
reaction be, “Oh no, not again,” and then change the channel to the latest episode of “This Is 
Us,” to see what happens to Kevin, Kate, and Randall. Though I get it, because it is a way to 
escape the horror of reality. And Carol and I have been binge watching that show so we can 
catch up with what everybody else seems to be watching.

But you know what I'm trying to say. We can't just accept the new normal. 
The second reason I decided to address the Las Vegas massacre is because we need 

to find a way to wrestle with the reality of evil through the lens of our faith in God. What does 
our faith have to say, that might help us cope with the reality of evil? What does our faith have
to say, that might help us turn the tide? This morning I want to highlight three very basic truths
of our faith, that may help us bring some sense of order to the chaos we encounter in the 
world, and may help us respond in ways that promote the goodness and righteousness and 
love of God.

The first truth is one that I have already touched on, and that is that evil is a very 
present reality in our world; furthermore, even though we have embraced the grace of God in 
Jesus Christ, we are in no way promised that we will not encounter the kind of tumult and 
chaos and trouble described by the psalm. In fact, Scripture says that evil and trouble are 
givens in life that we can count on. The psalm doesn't say, “if the earth should move,” or “in 
case the earth moves,” but “though the earth should move.” 

Likewise, when God speaks to Israel through the prophet Isaiah, he says this: “When 
you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not 
overwhelm you; when you walk through the fire, you shall not be burned...”3 Did you hear that 
– “When you pass through the waters... When you walk through the fire...”? Doesn't sound 
like a promise that bad things won't happen to good people, does it? It's more like the 
recognition that trouble will find us one way or another.

In the 8th chapter of Romans, Paul asks, what can separate us from God? “Will 
hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?”4 It seems 
to me that Paul isn't saying that we won't encounter hardship, distress, persecution, famine, 
nakedness (which is a way of saying defenseless vulnerability), or peril, or sword; he is 
assuming that those things happen, even to believers.

So it is a common thread throughout God's word, that in this world we will encounter 
evil. We will have times of trouble and tumult in our lives. Sin is pervasive, and we cannot 
escape its effects.

But did you also hear about where God is when we find ourselves in times of trouble? 
God is an ever present help in times of trouble. 
Did you also hear about where God is when the waters rise up against us, or when we 

pass through the fire? “I am with you,” says our God.
If you were to read just one or two sentences beyond Paul's description of all the 

trouble that may come upon us, you will also hear one of the most powerful affirmations in all 
of Scripture: I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 
present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in al 

3 Isaiah 43:2
4 Romans 8:35
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creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”5

So, there it is: God is with us. Always. That's the second truth I want to highlight this 
morning.

Never is there a moment – not even the smallest portion of a nanosecond – that God is
not with us.

And when God is with us, he is for us. He is with us to accompany us through our 
trials, and to bring us to the other side. He is with us to provide for us, out of his love and 
compassion.

The psalm speaks of a river flowing through the midst of his people, giving them – us –
life. The psalm declares that God is in the midst of his people, and when the sun comes up, 
God is there with us to help us.

Therefore, we need not fear. We need not fear the wrath of nature. We need not fear 
the attacks of evil people. We need not fear our own weakness and inadequacy. We need not
fear our failures or our moral shortcomings or the disappointments we inflict on others and 
ourselves. We need not fear.

We will not fear.
One of my seminary professors, in his commentary on the Psalms, says that “Faith 

makes one unafraid.” I wondered about that when I thought about the sheer terror of the rain 
of bullets showering down upon the crowd that had just come to listen to some country music.
The fear that they experienced was a God-given instinct meant to preserve life. To be sure, 
some even were able to fight against that fear and ran into the crowd to save lives. But when 
the psalm says, “we will not fear,” or when my professor says, “faith makes one unafraid,” I 
don't think that we're talking about the instinctual “run for your life” fear we witnessed on 
Sunday night.

What I do believe it means is that, though we will face some truly horrible things in our 
lives, and though we may feel like our lives are spinning out of control, our trust in God will 
prevail. Faith makes us unafraid, in that we believe that God is greater than anything that may
ever confront or overwhelm us.

Finally, in the face of evil and tumult and trouble, we are to let light shine. We live in a 
world that is dark with chaos and trouble and evil. So, let light shine in the darkness. That's 
the third truth; actually, it is an imperative. Be the light that shines in and pierces the 
darkness.

Jesus says to us, “You are the light of the world... Let your light shine...”6 The very first 
command that God gave in creation was, “Let there be light.” The apostle John speaks of 
Jesus in the prologue to the gospel that bears his name, “In him was life, and the life was the 
light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not (cannot) 
overcome the light.”

There is a cure for the darkness in which we find our world. The cure is light. Let your 
light shine. Let there be light. Light always overcomes the darkness. Always.

Of course, the light that we are to shine isn't our own; it is the light of Jesus. This past 
Thursday we saw the beautiful harvest moon in all its fullness. It was glorious as it rose 
across the bay. It was beautiful as it illuminated the cross on top of our steeple. It was 
beautiful.

The light of the moon isn't its own light. It is reflecting the light of the sun. In the same 
way, the light that Jesus calls us to shine isn't our light. It's the Son's light. It's Jesus' light.

5 Romans 8:38-39
6 Matthew 5:14, 16
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When we represent Jesus, we shine his light in the world. When our impulses for good 
overcome all the bad things we face, we shine his light in the world. 

Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers... Blessed are those who hunger and thirst 
after righteousness... Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you... If you 
forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you... In everything, do 
to others as you would have them do to you... Neither do I condemn you; go, and sin no 
more...”

If we manifest in our lives the teaching of Jesus, then we shine his light into the world 
around us.

Let there be light. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness does not 
overcome the light. Let your light shine. 

A friend and former colleague from the church we served together in Midland, Texas, 
has been the head of staff of Grace Presbyterian Church in Las Vegas for over 13 years. The 
church is situated just a few blocks from the Strip, and across the street from the University 
Medical Center where the injured were taken on Sunday night. After a couple of days in which
he and the rest of the city of Las Vegas were trying to wrap their minds around what had 
happened, Jim wrote this on his church's website, and it was shared on Facebook:

“There are no words to describe the feeling of shock, sadness and grief this event has 
laid upon us.  This is a dark time for our community.  

“As we journey through this darkness, however, we are reminded by the words of God 
that even in times of darkness the light shines and darkness shall not overcome light... As the 
crowd pushed toward exits people stopped to help others, first responders stepped into 
harm’s way to help the injured and police and security rushed toward danger to stop the 
carnage and save lives. As Las Vegas became aware of the tragedy our city sprang into 
action.  In these moments, Sin City became a city of light; light that chased the darkness 
away. 

“Monday morning, ...when I arrived at University Medical Center to offer pastoral care I 
was amazed at the number of volunteers asking to help.  Additionally, there was a line of food
trucks and restaurant vehicles donating food that was so long it required the police 
department’s direction for unloading. 

“On Monday evening Las Vegas paused to bend a knee and lift our broken hearts 
before God as we sought to make sense of the evil that had touched us.  Churches across 
that valley were holding prayer services, UNLV paused for a time of prayer and healing, and 
the City of Las Vegas organized prayer at City Hall.  These are not the actions of a Sin City; 
these are the actions of a city of light! 

“...The light of Christ continues to shine in Las Vegas through acts of compassion.  Go-
Fund-Me pages are raising astounding numbers for victims. Blood banks continue to be 
blessed by the gift of life so many are donating for the injured. Free crisis counseling services 
have been made available... and the list of benevolence goes on and on. There is no doubt 
we have been touched by darkness, but make no mistake, God’s light is shining once again in
our community as it shines through each of us. 

We have a long recovery ahead and our hope is to walk in the light with each step of 
our journey.”7

Friends, how do we cope with the troubles and the evil of the world? 
We turn to God. We trust in God. We trust that nothing can ever separate us from 

God's love. 

7 Rev. Jim Houston-Hencken, Grace Presbyterian Church, Las Vegas, NV. gracepclv.org 
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We trust that God is greater than the sum of everything the world will throw at us. 
Because he is.

And we let light shine.
Because light always overcomes the darkness.
Always.
Amen.


