Sunday 28 June 2009

Sermon as preached at Stirling Methodist church with subsequent editing and additions suggested by the congregation...

 2 Samuel 1:1, 17–27                 Mark 5:21–43

When I saw in the text from 2Samuel I was almost tempted to preach on “How the mighty have fallen” and link to recent news items regarding expense claims in Westminster.. but I resisted that idea.

But sticking with the Old Testament lesson for my thoughts today, it strikes me again that some bits of the Bible are so gruesome that you wonder why the writers included them in a holy book. In this extract is David lamenting the death of king Saul. Go back to the last chapter of 1 Samuel and you'll see the whole grisly story. After the battle the winning Philistines came to strip the dead and they found Saul and his three sons bodies. They cut off the king's head and stripped off his armour and put his armour in their temple and fastened his decapitated body to the wall. I guess that would be defined as a war crime today.

With war crimes - fair play depends on who does what... It wasn't many chapters ago that David humiliated the Philistines by beheading Goliath and then taunting the enemy. Now the tables were turned, and the oppressed became the new oppressor. And to think we use the story of David and Goliath as a children's story!

The first point this bible story makes for me is that war is always immoral...

Gory and grisly details like this also confirm the authenticity of the bible for haven't we heard of recent war stories of a very similar variety. A few years ago in central Bosnia you would see bodies crucified on the sides of barns, and Chris Hedges a war correspondent for over twenty years says in a book reflecting on his experiences  “in warfare routine death becomes boring...  the enemy bodies become a sort of macabre trophy, a kind of performance art.”  And not just bodies – living enemy prisoners – think of Abu Ghraib...

Nailing Saul's beheaded corpse to the wall of a Philistine temple, and the bodies of young soldiers to Bosnian barns, are horrific reminders of the true nature of war, whether ancient or modern. They belie the sanitized sound bites of embedded reporters or the patriotic propaganda of government spokesmen. So do My Lai (1968), dragging dead American soldiers through the streets of Mogadishu (1993), torturing prisoners in Abu Ghraib (2003), hanging the charred bodies of four American soldiers from a bridge over the Euphrates River (2004), and the genocide of Rwanda. Last week dispatches TV programme revealed things going on in Afganistan that some were trying to keep hidden. Closer to home things get more complicated - Bloody Sunday – events disputed depending who you were, in Northern Ireland many examples of brutality, violence, military or para-military in that long undeclared civil war. Truth becomes distorted as people try to make their memories fade and leave “the stuff that keeps them awake at night” behind. 

Are these desecrations rare exceptions committed by deranged or demonic individuals?  Hedges characterises them as "an inevitable consequence of war." They peel back the rhetorical veneer of war to reveal its true nature as what he calls "almost pure sin." War turns some boys into men, William Sloan Coffin once observed, but it turns others into animals. And I haven't had to go back as far as the second world war for any examples – these were all in the era of the United Nations.


In “Beast and Man” Mary Midgley makes a very interesting point with regard to the root of human atrocities. She points out that very social, heavily armed species (like wolves) have very strong innate inhibitions against violence, particularly violence against their own species. This is essential, otherwise the wolves in a pack would just destroy each other. On the other hand, species that are less social or less heavily armed do not have those strong inhibitions, because they don’t need them - they either stay away from each other or they are not able to do much harm to one another anyway. Humans fall into the second category. We are social, but with no horns, claws and with fairly harmless teeth. But then we invented tools! Now we have weapons and are able to do any amount of harm to others with not much of a natural inhibition against it. We do, however, also have feelings of compassion, remorse etc. So there is a gap between the atrocities we are capable of and the natural safeguard against them. This, she says, is the origin on morality, the attempt to close that gap. 

Midgley says that because we have this dark and dangerous side and we do not like it, we tend to project it onto others, preferably animals. Thus saying that something is “humane” is good, but saying it’s “beastly” is bad. In reality, there isn’t a more brutal and dangerous animal than Man. When Sloan-Coffin said that war turns some boys into men and some into animals no doubt he saw the former as a compliment and the latter as a reproach. But what kind of animals did he have in mind? Sheep, fruitbats, squirrels, giraffes, foxes, dolphins, hippos, badgers...? None of these would do to each other what soldiers do in war.

           To learn what real war is like, says Chris Hedges, listen to the losers. The vanquished are better guides than the victors:

            He says “They see through the empty jingoism of those who use the abstract words of glory, honour, and patriotism to mask the cries of the wounded, the senseless killing, war profiteering, and chest-pounding grief. They know the lies the victors often do not acknowledge, the lies covered up in stately war memorials and mythic war narratives, filled with stories of courage and comradeship. They know the lies that permeate the thick, self-important memoirs by amoral statesmen who make wars but do not know war. The vanquished know the essence of war--death. They grasp that war is necrophilia (an obsessive interest in dead bodies and death). They see that war is a state of almost pure sin with its goals of hatred and destruction. They know how war fosters alienation, leads inevitably to nihilism (a loss of belief in anything), and is a turning away from the sanctity and preservation of life. All other narratives about war too easily fall prey to the allure and seductiveness of violence, as well as the attraction of the godlike power that comes with the license to kill with impunity.” Strong stuff. I was struck by the words “mythic war narratives” and thinking wasn't someone in charge saying the Iraq war enquiry must be in secret...

When King David learned of Saul's death he executed the messenger who brought the news. (that was the bit we missed out in the lectionary's selection) Instead of looking for peace David's lament was for the demise of Israel's military might. Violence begets violence, the oppressed becomes the oppressor, and the losers savour their bitter memories of the past in hopes of revenge in the future. Scratch below the surface of Irish history to see the truth of this. Slobodan Milosevic's warmongering looked back to Serbia's humiliation by the Ottomans at the Battle of Kosovo in 1389! 

But even if War is always immoral some wars are necessary, or unavoidable maybe even a "moral imperative." But war as a regrettable last resort, when every eligible citizen-soldier does his/her part, is different to the unilateral and pre-emptive use of military force, when waged by the proxy of a professional army and as a de facto tool of diplomacy.

In his book The New American Militarism (2005), Andrew Bacevich ." We have normalized war, romanticized military life that formally was deemed degrading and inhuman, measured our national greatness in terms of military superiority, and harboured naive, unlimited expectations about how waging war, long considered a tragic last resort that signalled failure, can further our national self-interests. Military thinking is used to justify our ambitions to recreate the world in our own image, with ideals that we imagine are universal. This situation came about he says after the humiliation of Vietnam, an "unmitigated disaster" in his view, the military set about to rehabilitate and reinvent itself, both in image and substance. We moved from a military comprised of citizen-soldiers that were broadly representative of all society to a professional warrior caste that purposely isolated itself from broader society and that by default employed a disproportionate percentage of enlistees from the lowest socio-economic class. War-making was thus done for us, by a few of us, not by all of us. 

During the years of nuclear proliferation and the fears of mutually assured destruction,  defence analysts pushed for what became known as the Revolution in Military Affairs. So came the idea of "limited" and more humane war using game theory models and technological advances with euphemisms like "clean" and "smart" bombs and that phrase collateral damage. 

So I have said war is always immoral – sometimes though you have to accept that immorality to defeat even greater evil. War is a last resort not a tool of democracy. But how on earth does that relate to the gospel lesson for today?  – the story of Jesus and Jairus daughter.

I though long and hard about this but in the end realised that perhaps it doesn't and that's the point. The contrast between the attitude of King David and Jesus is so marked that is the point... Perhaps only when we have been thinking about the horrors of war crimes long past and recent can we understand the radical difference that the way of Jesus involves. 

Look at the way Jesus treated everyone in the story  - they were all human beings treated with respect, valued, not expendable because they are inadvertently in the way of some grand plan. There is no collateral damage in the gospels. And everything is positive... Jesus wants to help, to heal to comfort – its all positive and there are no negatives. 
I wonder what Jesus would have made of the American pastor who held a recent “Bring your gun to church Sunday”?

But Jesus goes beyond what is expected of being nice to people. He makes a detour on behalf of the powerless/ the little people/ those outside the normal range of societies concern. Mark's gospel is constructed deliberately to parallel the plight of two women, one of whom would have been regarded as unclean, the other, a member of a respectable family. In so doing, he not only makes a statement about the plight of the powerless but of Jesus' response to this basic human inequity. The two miracles provide a sharp contrast between the healing of someone who exhibited faith and another who did not. To Jesus human need and God's  willingness and power, not the demonstration of good faith, makes the difference.   The point is: Jesus not only had time for the person next to him, the vision of the kingdom he came to embody pointed to a day when all would be attended to and no one would be ignored.

The details of these two healing stories should not distract us from the essential point Mark is making: through Jesus the *shalom* (the kingdom) of God has arrived revitalizing the lives of young and old. Wherever and whenever that happens, divine compassion for those in need overcomes fear and restores wholeness to the humblest of human lives.  The ensuing morality makes killing questionable at least. Now that is the real contrast to the world view of the people of violence that I started out with.

