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 And Mary said:  “My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices 
in God my Savior, for he has been mindful of the humble state of his 
servant.  From now on all generations will call me blessed, for the 
Mighty One has done great things for me—holy is his name.   
 His mercy extends to those who fear him, from generation to 
generation.  He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; he has 
scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.  He has brought 
down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble.  He has 
filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty.  He 
has helped his servant Israel, remembering to be merciful. 
 
SERMON: 
 I first met Richard and Jenna when I led them on a tour of 
Palestine and Israel, the Holy Land, 2-3 years ago and we had become 
good friends since, and, you know, he brags about St. Peter’s in 
Huntington an awful lot, he brags especially about how warm and 
hospitable and friendly this church is, so when I came this morning I 
knew that the sanctuary was going to be renovated a little bit, but 
coming down here with the tables and the candles and the warm smiles 
and handshakes and hugs that, well I really appreciate the warm 
welcome.  Richard, you’re exactly right!  This is a wonderful, wonderful 
place to be, so I appreciate the invitation this morning very much.   
 
 Last month, just a few weeks ago, I was co-leading a tour in the, 
Holy Land, it’s the 12th tour I’ve led and the whole goal of the trip was to 
meet Palestinian Ghandi’s, Christian and Jewish and Muslim leaders 
who are working nonviolently for a just peace in the region.  We spent 
the majority of the trip in Bethlehem, which had been my home-away-
from-home for almost the 30 times that I had been in the land and this 
year I was in Bethlehem for two of the three Christmases that 
Bethlehem Christians celebrate.  Latin Christians celebrate Christmas on 
December 25th; of course, I was there for Orthodox Christian Christmas 



on January 6th and then Armenian Orthodox at Christmas on January 
18th.  You can imagine Christmas in Bethlehem is a glorious affair.  
 
The patriarch, the bishop of each tradition on their Christmas morning 
marches in a grand procession from the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in 
Jerusalem to the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem; about six miles, 
accompanied by scores of priests and other religious and Christian 
pilgrims from all around the world.  They’re met at the entrance of 
Bethlehem with more priests and religious; the mayor of Bethlehem and 
Bethlehem’s City Council and other dignitaries, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts 
in their uniforms, a trumpet and bagpipe corps; it really is a glorious 
affair.  The bishop, patriarch, carries with him the Baby Jesus, he 
marches into the crèche in front of the Church of the Nativity in Manger 
Square and places this baby Jesus inside the manger, marking that 
Christmas has finally come. 
 
It’s easy to romanticize Bethlehem and it is a beautiful place with “The 
little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay” but reality, the reality of Bethlehem 
won’t let us romanticize it much.  The national news, the Fort Wayne 
papers; you all know, the coming layoffs, Carrier and United 
Technologies here in Huntington, the loss of so many jobs here and in 
Indianapolis.   
 
In Bethlehem, as we sit here this morning, 40% unemployment, ¾ of the 
population. These are our sisters and brothers in Christ live on less than 
$25 a week; ¾ of the population.  Five illegal settlements and settlers 
only rose surrounding the little town, and since 2002 the patriarchs are 
met at the entrance to Bethlehem by a 30 foot high cement wall that 
surrounds it with only three entrances and exits in and out with check-
points there.  And where most of the Christian residents of Bethlehem 
aren’t able to leave because they’re not given permits by the Israeli 
military. 
 
So it’s this procession of many, many Christians, the bishop and all the 
rest process through the gate.  Christmas is the only time, by the way, 
that this particular gate is open.  They are watched by Israeli soldiers 
standing guard with their fingers on the triggers of their AK-47’s.  I’ve 
marched it many times, so I know!  And I saw it again this year. 
 



So many of us, me too, want to romanticize Bethlehem, even the vast 
majority of Christian pilgrims who go there, they dash in and out of 
churches, they read their Bibles while they’re off site.  The Christians 
there say, our pilgrims come and they run through the land where Jesus 
walked.  But they never meet a fellow Christian who worships there, 
prays there, raises a family there, who lives out their faith there.  We 
have sisters and brothers in Christ living in these places that are crying 
out for our friendship.   
 
As I’ve said, I’ve been to Bethlehem before during Christmas, but this 
year there was something different.  Manger Square, you’ve seen it on 
TV or maybe you’ve been there, the traditional Christmas tree, about 60 
feet high, adorned with multicolored lights and ornaments, bells, angels 
and stars, and next to it, the life-size manger crèche with Mary and 
Joseph and the baby with a halo around his head, shepherds and their 
sheep, a wise man and their gifts; it’s a beautiful sight, especially at 
night, but next to it this year there were 102 trees; one placed inside of 
the other one.  There was another pine Christmas tree, but it was placed 
inside a second tree; this beautiful green, living pine tree was placed 
inside the scraggly, empty and dead branches of an olive tree, 800 years 
old that had been dug up and destroyed by the Israeli occupation. 
 
One of the things that we don’t hear from our media, maybe you did 
hear it, I have a couple of farmers here this morning, in the last 13 
months, all of 2015 and January 2016, over 3500 acres of Bethlehem 
farmland had been confiscated by Israel with no compensation for the 
farmers!  This is in the West Bank!  No compensation for the farmers 
and tens of thousands of olive trees and fruit-bearing trees, overturned, 
uprooted and destroyed.  3500 acres of Bethlehem’s farmland 
confiscated with no compensation!  When I usually tell folks that, I was 
in Jacksonville Florida last week preaching and doing some 
presentations, they were shocked!  They were shocked.  We want the 
innocence, the sweetness, and the nostalgia.  I mean, I’m no different, 
I’m a grandfather and I’ve got five grandkids, so Mary and I, we try to 
recreate the magic of Christmas for the kids; especially for the 
grandkids.  So, I’m no different than you are, I want the magic and the 
innocents, but in our gospel reading, the Virgin Mary uncomfortably 
reminds us that her boy comes to scatter the proud, to bring down the 
powerful, to lift up the lowly and to feed the hungry. 



We can’t stop at the innocence of the manger, no matter how much we 
want to when we talk about Mary’s boy.  So it’s not a bad idea that we 
have this image of Bethlehem’s two trees, as we begin another Lent, as 
we celebrate Valentine’s Day. 
 
Mary even, while she is in Bethlehem, points us to Calvary.  The story 
might begin in Bethlehem, but it ends in Jerusalem and in Jerusalem the 
end of the story reminds us that the ugly can be transformed into 
something of beauty, that hope is real, that courage is boring, when 
you’ve got all kinds of forces marshaled against you, and times are tough 
that it is possible to love, to act in love, no matter the obstacle.  No 
matter the enemy, no matter the cost. 
 
You know, I was thinking before, how many of us when we’ve shopped 
for our cards and bought Valentine’s cards for our enemies?  Love your 
enemy!  I’ll talk about that in a minute or two. 
 
Love is possible no matter the obstacle, no matter the cost, that life rises 
out of death and then the last word, when all is said and done, the last 
word is “life”. 
 
In 1998-1999 I lived in Amman, Jordan for a year, I was a full bred 
scholar and I work for King Hussein’s brother; it was the year that King 
Hussein died, I worked at the royal palace, I was at King Hussein’s 
funeral, I worked for his brother, Prince Hussein bin Talal at the Royal 
Institute for Interfaith Studies.  Prince Hussein is a devout Muslim; he’s 
an advocate of human rights and interfaith dialogue with Jews, 
Christians and Muslims.  He says that what afflicts our world is a human 
dignity deficit, a human dignity deficit.  He asks, “Who will finally say 
that religious exclusiveness, really exclusiveness of any kind sow seeds 
of violence, no less than those who commit acts of violence – words 
matter!”  Words matter!  He says, “We must stop thinking of ourselves 
as Muslim and Jewish and Christian and tribes and begin thinking of 
ourselves as fellow children of Abraham.  One common humanity under 
God, created by God in God’s image and committed to all God’s 
creation.”  He says, “The bombs we face are not just chemical, biological 
______, although there are those,” but he says, “The terror we face is also 
poverty, unemployment, the depletion of environmental resources, 



illiteracy, prejudice and intolerance” and most important of all he says, “ 
fundamentalist ideologies and fundamentalist religion.” 
 
When I was in the classroom, I used to tell my students, fundamentalism 
is a form of self-hatred.  Self-hatred that projects itself out, projects our 
own darkness and fear onto others.  I said, “Fundamentalism kills joy!” 
Fundamentalism is victimization paranoia; it’s always self-constricting.  
I used to tell them, “Fundamentals have this idea that the world is 
getting smaller and smaller and smaller until all that’s left is me and you, 
and I’m not sure about you! 
 
Prince Hussein used to tell the story of watching an episode of ABC’s 
Nightline years ago where there was a panel of 3 Israelis, 3 Palestinians 
and 3 Americans all government officials, and the audience was made 
up of all Israeli, Palestinian and American teenagers who had gotten to 
know each other after being at camp together for about eight weeks.   
 
A 14-year-old Israeli Jewish youth stood up and told a woman about this 
Palestinian boy he knew back home, he asked, “Why wasn’t my 
Palestinian friend back home killed?  Why was he killed?”  the Israelis 
answered by pointing to their need for security, the Palestinian officials 
answered by pointing to their need for sovereignty and the American 
officials answered by pointing to their desire to spread freedom around 
the world and to gain access to the regions of oil. 
 
Prince Hussein paused for a moment, he looked around the room, 
looked at us and quietly said, “All the boy needed was someone to come 
down off that stage, walk over to him, give him a hug, hold him close and 
say, “We’re sorry!  And from now on, we’ll all do better because we’re all 
in this together!”  That’s all he needed. 
 
The last story I want to tell is about my very dear friend who is just in 
Fort Wayne in September, the 3-time Nobel Peace Prize nominee and 
retired Archbishop of Galilee, Abuna Elias Chacour; he’s a Palestinian 
and a Christian and is also a citizen of Israel.  In his best-selling book, 
“One Brothers” he tells how the families of his little Galilean village of 
Birom, were exiled in 1948 when Israeli forces destroyed their home 
and so they became exiles, refugees in their own land. He was sent to 
France where he became a priest, returned to the Galileans, this little 



town of Abilene I take my groups there whenever we go there.  This 
little town of Abilene; it’s right outside of Nazareth, he built a 
kindergarten and then a grade school which turned into a high school, 
all opposed by the Israeli Ministry of Education, and today has over 
3700 faculty and students, Jewish, Christian, Muslim and Druze as rated 
among all the elite schools in all of Israel, and the students there, not 
only learn their academic studies, but also how to be fellow citizens 
together in Israel.   “We must not focus only on our own,” Archbishop 
Chacour says, “We must not only focus on our own, our own families, 
our own nations, our own religion, but instead create a global 
consciousness with universal values of human rights, religious diversity 
and justice,” and then he finishes by saying, “Listen, the human race as a 
beautiful mosaic complementary ________.  And then he continues, “I have 
one great problem,” he says, “And his name is Jesus Christ.”  Think about 
it. I get it!  Blessed are the peacemakers, to love your enemies?  With 
whom do you need to make peace today?  You! 
 
Who do you consider an enemy?  You don’t need to make peace with a 
friend.  It is not a virtue to love somebody who loves you back, pitter-
patter, pitter-patter.  It’s not a virtue to love a friend.  You can only make 
peace with an enemy!  And you know what?  We are not created enemy-
lovers!  It is not natural to love an enemy.  It is not natural to be a 
peacemaker.  Notice Jesus does not say the peace talkers that are 
blessed, right?  It’s the peacemakers that are called the children of God. 
 
No wonder Jesus is a problem for those who really want to follow Him.  
It’s a problem!  We must choose to love those who hate us.  We must 
choose to live in peace; we must choose to love in spite of fear.   
 
This is election season, my gosh!  Politicians on both sides, on all sides 
are trying to stir up fear among us.  How do you love in spite of fear?  No 
wonder Jesus is a problem!  It is a willing of the unnatural, it is a willing 
of the unimaginable, it is a willing of the impossible into existence, all 
because we love Jesus or even better because Jesus loves us into the 
impossible! 
 
So really the only question left is, “Are you ready to do the impossible?”  
Are you ready to make peace with an enemy?  Now that’s a Valentine’s 
Day card!  The possible, impossible by grace.  “My only problem is Jesus 



Christ,” Abuna says, “And yet he continues and my only power is Jesus 
Christ.” 
 
Knowledge is not enough.  The power to do right, I mean, most of us 
know between right and wrong, between good and bad.  Knowledge 
isn’t the problem, the problem is doing it.  The power has to come from 
outside ourselves.  Grace. 
 
I used to tell my students, “You can get straight A’s in Religion and still 
flunk life!”  Think about it! 
 
This isn’t some other worldly spirituality, this is a spirituality embedded 
in the world!  Loving your enemy is possible.  It’s the possible 
impossible and this is where religious people, Jews, Christians, Muslims 
and other religions all people of good will, this is where we can make a 
difference in the world.  We need domestic and foreign policies shaped 
no longer by a unilateral militarism, but by a multilateral 
humanitarianism.  This can be done unless we want to say there’s a part 
of the human experie3nce that’s not, that’s not embraced by the gospel 
of Jesus Christ.  We don’t _______.  So it’s possible to make love real, real, 
not only in our human relationships, but also in our policies, domestic 
and foreign. 
 
Prince Hussein likes to say, “There’s only one way to combat extremism, 
there’s only one weapon against fundamentalism and that’s 
illumination!”  I like that a lot, illumination! 
 
We Christians sing the Bethlehem Carol, “In thy dark streets shineth, the 
everlasting light!”  St. John puts it, “The light shines in the darkness; no 
darkness can ever quench.” 
 
Richard said it while lighting the candles this morning; it’s the presence 
of the Living God, a living spirit, the spirit of the living God.  
Enlightenment, illumination; it’s the light of the world, the light of the 
world, and we know something about that, we Christians which brings 
us back to Bethlehem, where it all began. 
 
You know, I can’t think of Bethlehem anymore without thinking of my 
friends in that little town, occupied, stricken, oppressed, yet steadfast, 



courageous, faithful, sisters and brothers in Christ, sister and brother 
human beings who cry out for justice.  Are we ready to stand hand-in-
hand and side-by-side with them with all those who are hurting both 
near and far, are we?   And this Lent, today, is Valentine’s Day.  I’m 
thinking about Bethlehem where that pine tree rises up from the dead, 
uprooted olive tree.  Love, born out of suffering, life out of death. 
 
I can’t think of Bethlehem anymore without remembering Mary’s words 
and Mary’s boy who scatters the proud, who brings down the powerful, 
who lifts up the lowly and who fills the hungry.  Who fills the hungry 
with all good things, where love is real; that’s the Bethlehem story 
where love is made real. 
 
Mary’s boy, Jesus Christ, our problem; Jesus Christ our power and Jesus 
Christ who makes the impossible possible. 
 
 


