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United Church in the Valley: Dec 9, 2018
Student Minister: Matthew Heesing
Star Wars and the Christmas Story
“The Empire Strikes Back”

Scripture Reading:
Matthew 2:1-3; 16-18:
King Herod was an agent of the Roman Empire:
the Emperor’s representative in the Galilee region.
When King Herod received the news about the birth of Jesus,
he felt threatened and deeply disturbed.
And everyone around him, in the places of power, was also troubled and terribly afraid.
In order to protect his power, Herod tried to send the Magi as spies,
to “go and search carefully for the child,”
and to return and tell him exactly where to find this Messiah.
But when the Magi grew wise to Herod’s schemes, and failed to report back,
Herod became furious.
In response, he sent imperial soldiers to kill all of the children
in Bethlehem and in all the surrounding towns and villages
who were two years old or younger.
But Mary and Joseph and baby Jesus,
having been warned beforehand in a vision from God,
fled during the night and ran away to Egypt,
narrowly escaping Herod’s violent retaliation.
Matthew 5:38-39, 43-48:
Jesus taught the crowd:
‘You have learned the rule
‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’
But that won’t get us anywhere.
I say to you instead—practice peace, not retaliation.
Do not respond to violence with violence.
You have learned the rule
‘Love your neighbor but hate your enemy.’
But I say to you—
love your enemies,
and pray for those who persecute you.
For this is the way that God is towards all people,
and therefore, the way that we are also called to be.
Live like God lives towards you.
	
  

	
  
Sermon:	
  
The Empire Strikes Back.
The title itself tells you all you need to know—
it says exactly what this movie will show:
the series of attacks,
the acts of aggressive retaliation
from the oppressive, powerful Galactic Empire.
Immediately, this second movie
in the original Star Wars series begins
with Lord Darth Vader
sending thousands of little robotic spies
off into the far remote reaches of space in an
obsessive, furious search for Luke Skywalker—
the boy who blew up the Death Star in the first movie,
the boy who is apparently rumored
to bring an end to the Empire itself.

Lord Vader sends these spies,
and when they find the Rebel base,
the secret place
where Luke and the other rebel forces are hiding,
out of a deep desire to get revenge,
in retaliation for what was recently done to them
in an effort to utterly obliterate their enemies,
the Empire strikes back.
And through an incredibly iconic scene,
an army
of the Empire’s most intimidating assault weapons
march upon the horizon.
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These ATAT Walkers arrive with an overwhelming display of power
proceeding to rain fire and laser beams against the little rebel base.

Countless lives are lost in the process,
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the base itself is left in shambles,

but just by the skin of their teeth,
Luke Skywalker and his friends escape the wreckage and fly away.

But Lord Darth Vader will not relent.
And so at the end of the movie,
the Empire once again, strikes back:
Lord Vader sets a trap for Luke— he captures Princess Leia and Chewbacca,
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he freezes Han Solo in carbonite,

and he fights Luke Skywalker, lightsaber to lightsaber,

slicing off Luke’s hand in the process,

and Luke falls, seemingly to his death,
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but at the last second is rescued by his friends
and flees the scene—

and the movie ends,
this time, not with a new hope,
but rather with the question: where do we go from here?
How can the heroes possibly overcome the oppressive Empire?
How will peace ever be accomplished now?
The Empire Strikes Back
is a lot like the story of Christmas.
Last week, we talked about
how the movie A New Hope
echoes Mary’s attitude and proclamation
when she finds out that she is pregnant with Jesus:
both Princess Leia and Mary
are ultimately voices of resistance,
resistance against an oppressive, powerful Empire,
the Galactic Empire, on the one hand,
and the Roman Empire, on the other,
a long time ago, in a Galilee far, far away.
Both Star Wars and the Christmas Story
revolve around this idea of resisting an empire.
But the very next segment of both of these stories
also presents what happens after resistance—
for whenever an Empire, fictional or otherwise,
faces opposition or feels a threat to their power,
when met with some form of resistance or attack,
those in an Empire will always strike back.
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For the way of Empire
is a way of pursuing peace
through acts of aggressive retaliation.
In Star Wars, for example, the Galactic Empire
firmly believes that responding to the Rebel Alliance
with a blatant display of overwhelming violence
will indeed, bring peace and order to the whole entire galaxy.
And the Roman Empire in Galilee
was also convinced of the same:
in fact, an early Roman orator named Tacitus,
writing after the time of Jesus, once said,
“In the name of Empire,
The Romans…make a desert, a desolation,
a wasteland,
and call it peace [to the world.]”
“Peace to the world” was actually inscribed
on the backs of many Roman coins—
Pax Romana was a popular Roman slogan—
the “Peace of Rome” was what it meant in English—
a phrase implying that the Emperor Caesar Augustus,
Lord and Savior, as he called himself,
had brought a time of peace to all people.
But it’s important to understand
that for the Roman Empire, peace
was not understood as an absence of war,
but rather, in the words of one scholar,
a “situation which existed when all opponents
had been beaten down and lost the ability to resist”—
Peace was the result of dominating your enemies.
In other words, to quote Rob Bell,
in Rome, “you [crushed] the opposition;
that’s how you [brought] peace.”
That’s why,
just a few years before Jesus was born,
when a number of Jewish individuals in Galilee,
would lead a resistance against the Roman empire,
the Roman Army aggressively retaliated,
demolishing and utterly destroying
the neighboring cities and villages with fire and sword.
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And that’s also why,
just after Jesus was born,
when King Herod, an agent of the Empire
hears about this child, this Messiah, a symbol of resistance,
a threat to the Empire itself,
he also responds by aggressively retaliating,
sending his army to Bethlehem
to kill all the male infants under two years old.
For whenever any Empire faces opposition
or feels a threat to their power,
or experiences some form of resistance or attack,
the Empire will always strike back.
The way of Empire is a way of pursuing peace
through acts of aggressive retaliation.
During the initial Presidency of Barrack Obama,
Deputy Chief of Staff Jim Messina
encouraged his Democratic staff by saying,
“If you get hit [by the opposition], we will punch back twice as hard.”1
Six years later, while campaigning
for Republican Candidate Donald Trump,
Melania Trump proclaimed to the crowd,
“When you attack Donald Trump,
he will punch back ten times harder.”2
And the day after Donald Trump got elected,
a disappointed, well-known musician
lamenting the results, posted online
“We’ve been knocked down, bloodied,
we got punched in the face, but give us a minute,
we’ll pick ourselves up, we’ll dust ourselves off,
and then we’re going to punch back.”3
No matter the party, that’s the attitude of Empire talking.
That’s the language and approach of Empire today—
a way of pursuing peace
through acts of aggressive retaliation.
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For example, see https://www.cbsnews.com/news/politics-today-signs-of-economic-recovery/
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2016-election/melania-stumps-donald-trump-he-will-punch-back-10-timesn550641	
  
3
Quoted in Rob Bell’s RobCast, March 13, 2017
2
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And lest we only criticize our country’s neighbors,
who could forget the recent retaliatory war of tariffs
between the Alberta and British Columbia governments—
one side shows resistance to a pipeline,
the other side responds with export restrictions,
causing the other side to double-down on their demands,
all with an agenda of hoping to find peace
through a program of aggressive retaliation—
we think that if you hurt me,
I’ll hurt you in return, and that will make it better—
you’re spreading rumors? Well, here’s a Scarlet letter!
you hit me first, now I’ll hit you so you learn,
you ignored me, but now it’s you that I will spurn,
you bombed us, well here’s some heavy retribution,
so often, retaliation feels like the solution,
our culturally-ingrained instinct is that striking back
will eventually bring an end to any conflict we encounter.
The Empire may strike back,
but in one way or another, we often do as well.
We follow the way of Empire much more than we might care to admit.
But what other way is there?
Like the protagonists in Star Wars,
we’re probably wondering:
Where do we go from here?
How can we possibly overcome the way of Empire?
How will peace ever be accomplished now?

When Luke Skywalker
leaves his training with Yoda,
in order to go save his friends from Lord Vader,
the wise Jedi Master Yoda
gives him two pieces of advice:
“You must learn control”
and “Don’t give into hate.”
These two pieces of advice
will follow Luke Skywalker
through to the very end of the series—
he will constantly have to choose
to not lose control
and to not give into hate.
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And Luke doesn’t learn that lesson right away—
for it’s so absolutely easy to fall prey
to the natural way of empire,
of pursuing peace through acts of aggressive retaliation,
whatever that might look like for us,
whether vitriolic words or twitter comments
to dropping very real bombs on another country.
Yet when we lose control, and give into hate,
like Luke, for just a moment, at the end of this film,
we only ever serve to keep the violence in circulation,
we sustain the cycle of striking back.
But the story of Christmas presents another option.
In pointed contrast to the well-known popular Roman slogan
Pax Romana, the “Peace of Rome,”
the peace produced by an Emperor
who called himself the Lord and Savior,
instead, in the Christmas story,
we hear a chorus of angels
announcing the birth of Jesus to the shepherds
singing and proclaiming,
“This very day
your Savior is born—
Christ the Lord!
And glory be to God,
who gives peace to all people who do God’s will”—
the angels announce and directly pronounce
a peace not brought about by the Emperor,
a peace not pursued through acts of aggressive retaliation,
but a peace of social transformation
inaugurated, represented by this little infant—
born in Bethlehem that day,
away in a manger, asleep in the hay.
A baby who would not grow up to be
a warrior to fight,
a figure of might to smite all his foes,
but a light for all the world,
a person who would never
act out of aggressive retaliation,
returning violence with violence,
blow for blow, insult for insult,
but rather advocate another
and a better way to be—
Jesus, you see, would one day teach a crowd—
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‘You have learned the rule
‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’
But that won’t get us anywhere.
I say to you instead—practice peace, not retaliation.
Do not respond to violence with violence.”
Sounds a lot like Yoda,
“You must learn control.”—
Practice peace, not retaliation.
Do not respond to violence with violence.
And Jesus would continue,
“You have learned the rule
‘Love your neighbor but hate your enemy.’
But I say to you—
love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you.”
Sounds a lot like Yoda,
“Don’t give into hate.”
Love your enemies,
and pray for those who persecute you.
“For this is the way that God is
towards all people,”
Jesus would conclude that day,
“and therefore,
the way that we are also called to be.
Live like God lives towards you.”
The Story of Christmas,
like the story of Star Wars,
presents to us a picture of two possible paths:
a picture of the way of empire,
represented by Lord Darth Vader and King Herod,
a way of pursuing peace through acts of aggressive retaliation.
But it also presents to us another possibility,
another way to be—
of pursuing peace without retaliation.
Of removing the violence
instead of returning it.
Of ending the cycle
instead of sustaining it.
Of seeking peace
through selfless, sacrificial, redemptive
love.
Which, we’ll hear more about next week,
when we—and the Jedi—return.

11	
  

	
  
But for now,
all we need to know
is that another way is possible.
The Empire may strike back—
but we don’t have to.
The story of Christmas
and the Christ for whom we wait,
reminds us we can learn control,
we can choose to not give into hate.
“For a child is born to us,
an heir is given to us,
on whom will rest
ultimate authority and dominion.
This promised one will be named
Wonderful Counselor,
the Strength of God,
Eternal Protector,
and Prince of Peace.
This child’s kingdom
will be established and sustained
with justice and fairness
and endless peace,
now and forever.”
Thanks be to God.
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