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“What are we to say”

Job 1:1, 2:1-10 & Mark 10:3-16
After church last Sunday I received word that Rezner, one of the children in our Sunday School Program had a question on his mind.  Grandma Georgia and Grandpa Larry were sitting across the way on one of the outdoor benches.  “Kahu, Rezner has a question he wants to ask you,” they said as they caught my attention.  “It’s something that’s been on his mind.”
They called out to Rezner and motioned him to come by the bench where we had gathered.  

"We told kahu you had a question for him." 
Rezner acknowledged that he had a question but he wasn't quite sure how to ask it.  Grandma and grandpa volunteered that he had been playing video games recently that were filled with violence.  Grandma Georgia remarked, “The object of the videos was to kill another person.

"Are you wondering if you should play such games," I asked.  

Rezner nodded. 

"What do you think?” I asked.
Rezner wasn't sure.

"I guess if it's pretend then some folks would say it's okay, huh?"  I asked.

He nodded yes.

"But what if it was real?  Do you think that would be okay?"

He shook his head no.

At that point Rezner ran back into the church yard.  I'm not sure if it was because I had answered his question or if it was because I turned to Georgia and Larry to say that I had been at a recent conference on military technology. 
"What was striking about the conference," I said, "was when one of the generals took great pride in calling attention to the development of new weapons that can deliver precision strikes."  We know that in the past the use of aerial bombing campaigns in World War II and even Viet Nam were far from precise.  In fact most of the bombs that were dropped completely missed their intended targets. 
But the technology we have been able to develop in recent years allows for the use of weapons that military strategists insist limits the amount of collateral damage – a euphemism for the number of unintended human deaths.  The general reminded us that we have seen such weapons on display during the first Gulf War and now the second.

On almost any network television evening news we have seen a black and white screen with a target in view – either a building or a vehicle.  Often there are infrared images of persons in the building or the vehicle.  Off-screen, we are told, a missile has been fired.  What we see is the trajectory of the missile, then an explosion and the confirmation that the target has been hit.

It's a bit like playing a video game.  Only it's not pretend.  

Is there any harm in having our children playing video games in which they manage to destroy a “pretend” target of a building or a vehicle with “pretend” people?  Our reliance on technology may delude us into thinking that we can keep our hands clean of the devastating consequences of what happens when we turn our plowshares into weapons.  It's about blood and guts and about pain and suffering and death.  There never has been anything clean about the reality of war.  
Darius knew about such a reality.  He grew up in what has now become the war-torn Darfur region of the Sudan.  I met Darius two weeks ago while I was in Massachusetts attending a conference on missions.  He is a very big man with a deep voice and an infectious laugh.    

Darius’ studies eventually brought him to Hawaiÿi and it was on the island of Oÿahu that he met the haole woman who was to become his wife.  Carrie, his wife, served as the pastor of one of our Hawaiian churches in Waianae.  He worked with Native Hawaiian students out in Makaha, Waiÿanae, and Nänäkuli areas. 
Darius and Carrie are now living in Massachusetts.  She accepted the call to serve as the senior pastor of the First Congregational Church in Williamstown.  He accepted a position working with at-risk youth in the city of North Adams, located about five miles from Wililamstown.  


Throughout the weekend that we were together I was struck by his assessment of the current situation in Darfur.  Whatever one may say of the political, social, economic, religious, or ethnic issues that are overwhelming the region, I was struck by Darius' one concern.  "It's the children," he said.  "That is what is so hard.  There is so much suffering."

What are we to say to the children of Darfur of their suffering?  What comfort is there in any words that we may offer about the story of Job and the suffering of the righteous, of those who do no wrong?  Why in heaven’s name would God allow such suffering?  Even the story of Job provides us with a less than satisfactory response.  

What are we to say?   What are we to say to the children of Darfur and to the children in our own communities?
A little over a week ago a gunman in Bailey, Colorado took six girls as hostages at Platte Canyon High School.  In a gun battle that followed with SWAT officers, 16-year-old Emily Keyes was shot and killed.  (The Maui News, Friday, September 29, 2006, page A7).
Four days later another gunman in Nickel Mines, Pennsylvania entered a one-room Amish schoolhouse, sent the boys and adults outside, barricaded the doors, and then opened fire on 10 girls.  Three died at the scene.  Two others died later.  


Five remained hospitalized.  Some are in critical condition and at least one is in grave condition. (The Maui News, Friday, October 6, 2006, pages A1-A2)
What are we to say?

As horrific as the killings were in Colorado and Pennsylvania, we know that children are dying somewhere in the world as we worship during this hour and in every hour of every day. Whether by abuse or neglect or by famine, disease, and war, we hear the voices of many Rachels weeping for their children and each one refusing to be consoled because the children are no more.  (Matthew 2:16-18)

What are we to say?

“It’s the children,” Darius said.  “There is so much suffering.”

“Why?” he asked, “Why must there be so much suffering?”

Darius may sound like he is discouraged and filled with despair, but I believe just the opposite is true.  I remember his deep voice and infectious smile.  I hear and I see in him a full measure of joy and hope.
“It’s the children.  There is so much suffering.  We will not be consoled when we know so many others are dying.”

What are we to say?

Any effort to make sense of the killings in Nickel Mines and in Bailey were perhaps best answered by Louis Gonzalez, a spokesperson for the family of Emily Keyes.  “In memory of Emily,” he said, “we would like everyone to go out and do random acts of kindness, random acts of love to your friend or neighbor or your fellow students because there is no way to make sense of this.”  (The Maui News, Friday, September 29, 2006, page A7).

Perhaps this is where we find our own measure of joy and hope not only for children of Nickle Mines and Bailey but for the children of Darfur and for our own children.
Perhaps we will also find our own measure of joy and hope in the words of Jesus.   We remember the story of how Jesus was with the disciples one day and of how he asked them, “So what is it that you were arguing about on the way?”

The disciples fell silent because they had argued with one another about who was the greatest among them.  Jesus sat the twelve down and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.”

Then he took a little child and put the child among them and then taking the child in his arms he said to them, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.”  (Mark 9:33-37)

Our reading from The Gospel According to Mark raises a somewhat difficult question.  How is that the same disciples who were taught about the kingdom by Jesus as he held a child before them would here rebuke those who were bringing children to him?  We know that the disciples argued about greatness and about power.
In thinking about the kingdom of God in terms of place and power, it is likely that they had no time for children.  After all, what good are children.  They have no status or rank.  They have no power or wealth.  
Ironically this is exactly the point.  A child can receive the kingdom without offering, claim, or calculation.  Such a response is a response to the grace of God.  

Every child who suffers and who dies a needless death diminishes our own capacity to respond to one another with compassion and to God’s grace.  The children were brought to Jesus to receive his blessing.  So it is that we must bring ourselves to him to receive his blessing.

Thanks be to God.  Amen.

