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Currently I am reading two books, Pathologies of Power by Paul Farmer and Exclusion and Embrace by Miroslav Volf.  They are very complimentary!  Farmer points out the victimization of the poor in Haiti, and in other locations around the globe, pointing out the characteristics of “structural violence” that cause the oppression.  Volf writes from his experience of victimization as a Croatian at the hand of the Serbians.  I have not yet encountered Farmer’s suggested solution.  His focus appears to be more on telling the story.  Volf concentrates on the solution!
Volf points out how easy it is for us to categorize people into victims and oppressors.  He however notes that generally the victims are not so innocent themselves, and if truth be known, what they really want is not to change the system, but to change their lot!  They generally would like the cards reshuffled so they would have a chance to be on top, the option to be the oppressors.  This proves true if we look at any long standing conflict throughout history.  There is a cycle of oppression followed by revenge; the oppressed becoming the oppressor.  On and on it goes, hatred fueling the cycle.
Reading Farmer’s book, and having experienced Haiti after the earthquake, I have felt at times a sense of helplessness.  The task is overwhelming and beyond anything I can do!  I can’t even imagine a human solution to the problem!  This may have been the case in first century Palestine.  The subjugated people of Israel had dreams of a Kingdom, recalling stories from their history.  Currently they were victimized by the Romans, and by those in collaboration with the oppressive regime.  What they longed for was a Messiah, a warrior king who would throw off the oppressor, and place Israel back on top (to become the oppressor?).  Certainly they were ready for vengeance.

Enter Jesus to the scene.  “Could this be the Messiah?” some wondered.  His words were intriguing, full of hope, but yet they seemed a bit upside down!  He wasn’t calling for political insurrection.  Jesus was not railing at the Romans on account of their evil reign.  No!  Jesus addressed the victims, calling them to repentance!  Jesus said the victims needed to have a change of heart!   Jesus knew mankind so well.  What Israel, and the world, needed was not a chance to reshuffle the deck, but a new game altogether!  Jesus came to break the cycle of revenge that was plaguing humanity!
Jesus called for forgiveness of the enemy!  Can you imagine how that was received?  Well, yes you can!  We all know the story!  Jesus was asking them to set aside the hatred, the desire for vengeance, the longing for relief, and to replace it with forgiveness!  Along with that Jesus asked the people to refocus, no longer on the material wealth that drove human kingdoms, but on God and His Kingdom, which operates not by conquest, but by sacrifice and servitude, by love of neighbor, love of the enemy, as one would love self.

So in our current context of suffering and oppression around the world, and even close to home as our economy struggles; as our society argues about who would be best in charge, the republicans or democrats?, maybe the TEA party?  Or as we debate our public level of comfort with our Islamic neighbors and their expression of faith, what is our response?  Do we want to have the upper hand so we can avoid victimization, and have the option of being the oppressor (even though we would probably not see ourselves in that light)?  Or can we begin to break the cycle by applying the teaching of Jesus?
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