
Nativity story has parallels for today 
Sometimes I can make Christmas too 

sentimental a feast day. I look on its many 
images and themes with a perspective that 
puts only a "cozy glow" on the celebration. 
Indeed, the stories and readings associat­
ed with the season do comfort us, and in 
the best possible way. God-is with us! God 
dwells right here where we live. God 
comes to save us: all the time, in the midst 
of everything that afflicts or threatens us. 
That is as comforting as any Good News 
ever has been or ever coufd be. 

But I can go overboard in dwelling on 
the sweetness of the day and the season, 
thinking only of the warmth and friendli­
ness of the celebrations I'll participate in 
during these weeks. Actually, the images of 
ihe season as presented in Scripture can 
be pretty challenging — this in addition to 
being very comforting. 

So sometimes I play a sort of mind 
game thinking about the way the images of 
the Christmas story can get me to address 
some of the challenges of our world as well 
as some of its goodness. 

Thinking of Mary as an unwed mother 
worrying about rejection and scorn helps 
me to remember women whose relation­
ships do not support them, putting them 
in intolerable situations when they are 
pregnant. 

Thinking of Mary and Joseph having to 
journey so far to register for a taxation 
census at such an inconvenient time helps 
me to remember people who struggle un­
der oppressive political and economic sys­
tems. 

Thinking of the Holy Family's exile to 
Egypt reminds me of the many refugees on 
our planet who are forced to leave their 
homes to face incredible insecurity and 
want because their societies cannot sup­
port or protect them, because their own 
governments threaten them, because eco­
nomic conditions require them to migrate. 

Thinking of Joseph's worry about'the 
safety of his family reminds me of how 
many fathers worry about the safety of 
their families because they live in danger­
ous, oppressive or crime-ridden regions. 

Thinking about Herod's treachery and 
deceit reminds me that many people in po­
sitions of power use their authority to seek 
their own advantage, and that innocent 
people suffer and die because of die will 
to power diat so often drives those who 
control the seats of government and in­
dustry. 

Thinking about the inn that was too 
crowded for God's son reminds me of the 
many ways 1 keep my days too crowded to 
make room for people who need "a place 
to stay." 

In so many ways the Christmas story 
takes the side of those who are rejected or 
forgotten by most of the systems that rule 
the world today. The shepherds got it 
right, but the king got it wrong (shepherds 
were poor and outcast — even dirty!). The 
wise men got it right, but Jesus' own peo­
ple got it wrong (the wise men were from 
some "far out" religion). Anna and Sime­
on got it right, but Zechariah got it wrong 
(Anna and Simeon were well past their 
prime). 

Some of die best stories ever written in 
any tradition are part of the Christmas 
event in the New Testament. Whether 
we've had great instruction on the Bible 
or practically none, the images associated 
with these narratives are unforgettable. To 

let diem sustain and nurture us as much as 
possible, we also have to let them shake us 
up a bit. They are surely comforting, en­
couraging and imaginadve pieces of liter­
ature. 

They are also demanding for those who 
read them with faidi. The invitation in 
those stories — the "dare" almost — is to 
recognize diat God is partial to die very 
people diat we are so prone to overlook 
and reject. These stories might almost 
seem to present a kind of "road map" for 
those who are seeking God: If you're look­
ing for God, go among those who don't 
have a room in the inn. If you want to find 
God, look for those in trouble. That's 
where God chooses to come among us. 
That's where Jesus was born, it's where he 
lived, it's where God dwells. In diese sto­
ries you don't have to have access to die of­
ficials' houses to "get where die action is." 

In God's terms unwed mothers, bath-
less shepherds, political outcasts and ex­
iles of all sorts provide the proper 
dwelling place. Instead of going out of our 
way to avoid diese sorts, at least part of die 
message of this season would urge us to 
"seek the Lord where He may be found... 
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In late October 1 gave a talk at a United 
| Nations conference on base closings and 
1 conversion from military to commercial 

production. The conference, in Kaiser-
slautern, Germany, had 180 participants 
fiom 32 nations: Albania, Argentina. 
Chechnva, China, Costa Rica, Ethiopia, 
Ghana, the Philippines, Russia, South 
Africa, most of the European Union and 
socia l regions of the United States where 
bases arc being closed. 

My own talk was one of the few about in­
dustrial conversion. An Egyptian official 

I . with an 18,000-employee plant that is los­
ing military subcontracts asked me if the 
concrete strategies we have used at small 
firms in St. Louis would transfer to his sit­
uation. I put together a breakfast meeting 
with the international projects director of 
Lancashire Enterprises in Manchester, 
England, and Rutgers economist Ann 
Markuson to sketch an initial action plan. 
We all shared our knowledge of successful 
conversions and venture capital funding 
possibilities, and we sketched some actions 
the Egyptian could investigate. 

But at the same time that we talked 
about the technicalities, my heart was 
breaking. Finding new products and new 
markets here is tough. It's tougher in a 
poor nation. Public policy in Egypt pro-

World seems ready for peacemaking 

hibits layoffs; but policy can't prevent plant 
closings when the work runs out. And the 
work is manufacture of high-tech parts for 
weapons. It would take a lot of retraining 
and retooling to make and sell vacuum 
cleaners or kidney dialysis machines or 
even stable go-carts for crippled children. 
That's stuff we need; but the world has 
gone mad for militarization. 

The Russian speaker said that his coun­
try had embraced conversion in 1990, but 
when odier countries railed to convert and 
even increased their foreign military trans­
fers, dien Russia felt a moral obligation to 
continue supplying its clients with arms. 

That's his wording: moral obligation. 
But he guaranteed diat Russia would not 
privatize its arms industry. 

The Ethiopian described his attempts 

in the past five years to reintegrate soldiers 
into society. The official from Ghana told 
us about the destitution that results when 
firms sell weapons to military dictators. A 
couple of U.S. speakers described suc­
cessful base closings. Most of the talks 
avoided descriptions of the failures. 

But the speakers were willing to raise 
points of contention. 

Kaiserslautern, where the conference 
was held, has experienced U.S., British 
and French base closings. One state offi­
cial argued that Kaiserslautern needed 
more help than Brandenburg in the for­
mer East Germany because Kaiserslautern 
is losing thousands of direct and indirect 
jobs while die Russians in the former Ger­
man Democratic Republic had never 
hired or purchased locally. 

The Brandenburg minister countered 
that the East had carried a greater mili­
tary burden because it never benefited 
from direct and indirect jobs. But then he 
said that the purpose of conferences like 
this one must be to ask why governments, 
especially the German government, con­
tinue to spend money to manufacture 
arms instead of creating peacetime jobs 
and cleaning up munitions sites die Rus­
sians left behind in Brandenburg. 

That's die important question. Despite 

the end of the Cold War, nations are con­
tinuing to make and sell weapons, from $3 
land mines to $300 million submarines. 
Our governments seem trapped inside 
militarism. 

Still, at one break, Ann Alarkuson said 
to me, "Look at all these people from all 
over the world. Despite the stubbornness 
of politicians and the profitability of arms 
sales, these men and women are creating 
a peacetime economy. They are doing it." 

The Prince of Peace comes this year to 
a world that is a little bit more open to 
peace. We are a little more ready to ask for 
the grace to be peacemakers ourselves. 
The work is both technical and nitty-grit­
ty, from teaching children about negotia­
tion to clearing land mines and redesign­
ing factories. It demands nothing less dian 
our acceptance of grace. 

The vespers antiphon for Christmas 
Eve says, "Who is this King of Glory? He 
is die Prince of Peace. Run to meet him, 
for he is the great beginning, and of his 
kingdom there will be no end." 

Our hope this Christmas is that we may 
share in the great beginning, doing die 
task of making peace. 

• • • 
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Enjoy our elegant 
yet casual atmosphere 

featuring I ta l ian 
specialties, steaks 6 seafood. 

Serving 
Christmas Eve • 4-8pim 

New Year's Eve • 5-12am 
Lunch, Tuesday-Friday 

Dinner, Monday-Saturday 

Located at 
Creekside Plaza 

831 Fetzner Rd. at Maiden Lane 
-Down the road from the Greece Marriot-
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CELEBMATE, 
NEW YEAM'S Eyk AT 

W / W l * i n PARTY HOUSE 
p K I U U U I f l S 1420 Scottsvilte Road 
i||P ^ - since 1955 

9:00pm-10:00pm Deluxe Buffet 
9:00pm-2:00am Open bar 

1:00am-2:00am Sandwiches, 
Danish & Coffee 

Music by "Go Sound" (Joetta) For your 
Dancing & Dining Pleasure 9:30pm to 2:00pm 

Music for everyone 
Reservations must be paid by Dec. 28th 

'40s per person 
Includes tax & gratuity 

CALL TODAY 
235-6978 

For the best New 
Year's Eve Party in 
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