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SERMOK ON DAY OF ATOREMENT FOR WAR
Lesson: Matthew 2:13-18 - The Slaughter of the Innocents

I have read as our Second Lesson this morning & part of the
3tory of the Epiphany., It tells of whet hsppened after the Wise
Men éid neot return to Xing Herod after theilr viglt to bring their
gifte to the Christ child ~ of Herod's enger, the flight of the
Holy Family, and the slaughter of the children of Bethlshem by
Herod's soldisrs,

And I am asking you teo recall this event ~ to which we hszve
glven a special day in the Church yesr - Holy Innocenta Day -~ De-
cember 28th - in the light of the story of the massacre at My Lai
which we learnsed of only some six weeks apgo, though it ceccourred
some 22 months &go.

Are these two stories comparable? Ars the two eventa compavable?
Some will answer "No"; for in the case of Hercd's masszacre, it was
el act of unprovoked viclence in & country which, while occupied
by Roman troops, was technlcally at peace; while FyLal was part
of a war, albeit an undeclared war, in which civilians bave both -
participated in fighting snd slso given aid and comfort %o the enemy.

B8till, the Tacts seem relatively clear - seversal hundred
civiliang murdered including women and childrsn, and only three
wespons found In the entire vwillage. One is tempted to recall
the old Jewish preverb - "It mekes a differsnce whose ox 1s gored.®
And one is tempted to wonder whether the citizens of the Song My
distriet or the North Vietnamsss will met a2s=ide March 16th as =
kird of Holy Innocents Day te bs obaerved annuelly for thousands
of years agz a remembrance of American butchery snd strocity.

But perhaps 1t is idle to speculate on how the North Viet-
Namese or the rest of the world will react to these events, Cer-
talnly our image in the eyes of many is stained and bloodied and

net only kecause cof My Lai. What is perhaps mores important is



how we as fmericans will react., Whet do the events of Bethlehem
and MyLail meen toc us, what effect will they have upon us, what
changea will they mske in us? And it is for this resson that I
have aszked you tc joln in obmerving a Day of Atonenent, a day cf
repentance for our lnvolvement In wars pest and present, a day of
brayers for psece,

There sre, 1t seems to me, two impcrtant sttitudes which
fmericans commonly hold which nesd to bhe very carefully examined,
1). The first I might define this way: Some lives sre less
veluable thsn others and hence mey be taken without a sense of
guilt.

8, This attitude begins to affect us in ocur childhood, Somecne

‘has charascterized the Western (movie or novel) as the typical

Americen art form, and certainly children are sxposed to it at
an esarly age through many medlia. But let us examine it., Most
Westerns glorify viclence and killing perticulariy by the heroes,
and meo3t portray Indiens == wild savages bent only on taking scalps.
Thus the attitude - The only goocd Injun is a dead Injun - whether
e¥plicitly stated or merely implied,is communicated to many psople
who have no real knowledge of Indian people, merely the carlcature
presented in these atorles.

The strength of this prejudice implanted young is ssen in
the reaction of meny American adults to the case of Thomes White
Hawk, sn Indian young man convicted of murder end rape, and
3entasnced to be executed, though ths best medical snd psychiatric
opinion judged him to be rot mentally or morally responsible for
the cormission of these crimes. Hi= sentence has been recently
commuted to 1life imprisonment, but nearly 50% of the adult cltieens

of him home state wsre in favor of "letting the Injun dburn®,
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ind in a similsr csse in the same sres, in which & white man
murdered an unarmed Indian supposedly "in self~defense”, there
would not even have been & trianl unless the Indian's whdow had
brought murder charges; There were no witnesses, snd the jury
daliberated less than two hours befofe acquitting the accused
who now walks the =streets asz & fres man,
b, In other sesctions of thia country, children have heen raised
to belleve that black jpecple &re leme thern humsn, licvle better
than seveges or enimsls, and the perverslons of jusiics in thsse
arcas, the number of unpunishsd marderers cf tlack men and women
iz too numsrous to couni. Jonsthan Korol, the young teacher from
Boston who wrote the book DEATH AT AN EARLY AGE, speaks of the text-
hooks he wes forced to use which implanted the prejudice of wnite
supremacy at an age when the children were haedly old enocugh to
read the text which accompanied the plctures,
¢, And in the case of orientalsz - wogs, gooks, chinks, monkeys,
or whatever else we have been taught to csll them in the countless
;er movies which glut ou¥ theaters aznd television sets, it'a all
right to kill them too, bseause of course thsy eren't really human
in ths sense we are. And so the news networks can éheerfully
announce the weekly snd monthly box scores: Last week was one of
the most suecassful weeks of the war ~ only 65 American dead as
opposed to 2,000.o0f ths Viet Cong. It is all said with a stralght
face, and yet why are we not reacting in hopror? For thess ars
human keings, cehlldren of CGod; But wé have been-conditioned to
regard them as somehcw less than human and thus wmurdsrable without
guilt. But this is exactly what many blacks, Indians, and young

people are protesting so forcefully today. And we must listen

for it is not ersy to change basic psychologleel stfitudes and

prejudices which have been deeply lmplaanted in us.
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It iz our Chrlstisn rellgicon which mmat get at these basic
attitudes in ua, not just play around on the surface of our lives
with observances, lliurgles, sewing clreles, snd the like. Our
TYalth muet lavelve us in thé sthff and rck of life. You often
hear it sald that religion should have nothing to do with matters
of politics, economie justice, etc. but should concentrate on whas
is vaguely termed "®piritual concerns™, which usually mesns some
¥ind of Individusl or privete zelf-justification or gelf-congratu-
lation. Dut here we are dealing with basic beliefs, basic lssues
of lire and deeth, and their urgency 1s Inescspable, There are
NO LIVES less valuable than others which may be taksn wlthout a
sensge of gulilt,

2)

The sscond attitude which I wish to speak of has been put
most forcefully in arn editorial in the issue of TIME Magaszine
for Dacember S5th, 1969, and I shculd like to quote rather sx-
tensively from that artiele, Its Litle iz "On Evil: The Inescspabls

Fact,! {read)

It is these basic beliefs and attitudes that In the light of
our Christlan faith must be chenged. And here is where ws must
start. What kind of a world do we want to live In? That is the
urgent questicn which faces us. The Rev. Charles Buck, speaking
in Beoston last Ndvember, put it this way.

"March 16, 1968, must be set down in the annals of this country
ag p day of naticnal dlsgrace. Dut it must alsoc be recordsd as a
day of honor, becasuse of the couragecus action of one man, 2
Warrant Officer helicopter pilot named Hugh C, Thompson, who was
flying & reconnaissance mission on the day of the Songmy marders,
Looking out of his helicopter, Warrant Officer Thompson saw fifteen

Vietnamese children, whom the Jungle Warriors had missed, hlding
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in a bunker, He lsnded snd took them into his helicopter., A4 fsw
minutes later he spotted another child, wounded but not killed,
and disregarding hisz own safety, landed again, This time he was
confronted by en officer with a rifle who ordsred him 8t gun point
to take off and leave the child. Instead of obeying the order,
Warrant Officer Thompson ordered his own gunner sboard the heli-
copter to traln his machine gum on the officer with the rifle,
Then he picked up the child, put him in the helicopter, arnd flew
him to =afety.

"In that brilef scene of conflict, between ona man who was
seeklng to destrey life and another man who was sesklng to save
l1ife, we are 8ll fsced with & choice, We are either on one sids
or the other. . . The kind of world we shall Iive in dspends on
the responze we make." So~called "human decenecy” is and alweys
haa bear capable of committing the Bethlichems and the My Lsis of
countlass generetions. It 1s only in Christ that we shall find
the true stendards of judgment by whlch we shasll kaow our own evil
and be able to stand in hoporor and repentance for what we have done
and allowed to be done. Bubt more importsntly, 1t is only im
Christ that we shall find the grsace to root out snd overcome
our own inescapable evil and sin. Let us pray.

0 God our Father, f{rom whom all fatherhood in heavsh and aarth
iz named: Graciously behold us, thy family. Theu srt ever msrci-
ful, ard makest thy sun to rise on the just and on the unjust;
but we have mlsused thy gifts, marred thy work, and robbed one
another of our dslly bread and even of life itself. Help ue to
gse and feel our share In the guilt of the world, and grant us

thy grace to bring forth fruits worthy of repentance; through
Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.



