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1. This is part of the Christmas story too. Violence and death are not part of the Christmas we know and love. Jesus, Mary and Joseph are refugees. The young savior of the world is such a threat to Herod that he has a village of children slaughtered. An entire region struggles with the death of their children. At one level, this is what we read: children are killed and the holy family gets away. At another level, one biblical scholar explains this is not a passage to place alongside Benazir Bhutto’s assassination account. Instead, this passage uses confessional language to tell people Jesus is something special. He is the Messiah of the Old Testament. God preserves him for a purpose. If we read the rest of the gospel of Matthew, we will begin to discover his purpose for the world. 

2. If we read the passage as a newspaper account, many raise ethical issues surrounding this event. Here is one of them. How can a loving God save one child even if he is the Messiah and let “all the children in and around Bethlehem” be killed? Simply to say, “this was for the salvation of the world” does not suffice. How can the gospel of Matthew claim God preserves one child and does not preserve other children? One scholar answers that by saying Matthew was not written to answer our ethical questions about the world in which we live. It was written to make confessional statements about Jesus who is the Messiah. You and I come along with questions from our own violence and lay them in front of this story. The scholar says, “As much as I would like to do that too, Matthew is not written to address our ethical questions however real they are.”

3. What the passage does do is affirm Jesus as a threat. He threatens the world and he threatens us with his own innocence. In a time of violence and a horrible and unjust occupation, Jesus gives himself for the sin of the world. When many would raise arms and fight against injustice, Jesus, the innocent Messiah, dies for the sin of the world. 

4. What does the church say about this? Do we have a plan to address terrorism? 

Does the church have something effective to share in this world’s conversation about violence and hatred?

Does the Christian religion have anything to offer a violent world?

Do we have anything to share? Should we have something? Do we have anything to share in this fight against violence and radical hatred? 

Is there anyone among us who has something real to offer this predicament we are in?

5. Do we have anything better than words? A report from a committee or a task force or a joint commission on violence? Do we wait for the General Assembly or the Synod or the Presbytery? 

6. How do we deal with our own terror and conflict? Some do not talk to the one creating problems; some try to talk and manage frustration. Some gossip; some struggle to be faithful to the larger church. Some withhold trust and friendship; some ask questions. Some hold grudges; some try to work through things they do not understand. Some do not speak; some work at speaking even though it is uncomfortable. If anyone says or does something wrong, some people get frustrated, use we/they language, stop coming, stop participating, lay blame, complain, refuse to participate, refuse to give and remain on the roll; some people try to confront the issues and ask questions and work through their own frustration.

7. How should we be responsible with the issues we have among ourselves? What should we do when we get angry with one another? Do we really believe we have good news that makes a difference in this world or do we give away the gospel with our doubts?

8. Is there another way to peace than the way our country is using?

9. Two nights ago, a close personal friend of our family visited us at the nursing care facility where my mother-in-law lives. Casey Mose grew up on a farm in Iowa. My mother-in-law met Casey as a result of her renting her rental property next door. Casey is a Captain in the US Army and is home from deployment in Iraq.  She has been interviewed by Fox News Network. She has been interviewed by CBS’s Katie Couric. This is an articulate young woman who has no agenda and no issue to raise with the US government. She explained to us, “The single-most important issue that keeps the Muslim world angry with the United States is our clear support for Israel.” There is more to the Iraqi peace process than military solutions. Everyone should know that. So what does that mean for church people like us? 

10. Can we learn anything from the world’s peacemakers? Elias Chacour? Elie Wiesel? Martin Luther King? Dorothy Day? Mahatma Ghandi? Eleanor Roosevelt? You tell me your own peacemaking effective leaders who have made a difference for peace.

11. Can we learn anything from any of the other world’s religions?

15. Is there a way to praise God without offending other religions?

16. Do we have to be offensive to remain faithful to the gospel and to the God of Jesus Christ?

17. Will Willimon, Methodist bishop recently wrote,  “Whatever else you say about Jesus, from his birth onward, people certainly found him a threat. He upset their power arrangements, and suffered the usual fate of people who do that.”

18. A doctor friend from Charlotte once said to me,  “I am a changed man. Our pastor took a group of us to Alaska. For two weeks, we fished for salmon during the day and talked about Jesus, faith and the church at night. I have been a member of the church for years. My family has given generously the ministry of the church. In Alaska, I came face to face with the God who loved me and claimed me in Jesus Christ. I met Jesus as never before. I am a changed man because of it.”

