Christmas Stories

       I wish everyone could have the opportunity to talk with my friend, Russ Harvey.  Russ is a veteran of both World War II and Korea, who on special occasions will relate stories from North Africa, Anzio, France, Belgium and occupied Germany.   He honored us by coming to our congregational candlelight service this year, and he graced me with another of his stories.   

       “I’ll say this much and nothing more,” he said, setting the parameters for how much I could probe his painful memories.
        “Christmas eve 19 and 44...”    He began telling me that amidst the intermittent shooting it became possible to hear a man close by.  Russ understood a little German and so his attention was drawn to a German fellow who was trying to arrange a short cease fire.  In clear German, spoken slowly and emphatically so non-native speakers might understand, the man told Russ, “I don’t want to kill anybody!”
       Though it was illegal to fraternize with the enemy, he shook Russ’ hand, assured him that his unit could trust his commander, and that they would observe a short truce for Christmas.
       “Wow!”  I said.  “Can I share your story?”  And when Russ said I could, I felt I had my material for this article.  

        But then I met another visitor who shared our candlelight vigil.  Erma Straube is the widow of a German POW who detained here in the States during the War.    He was so well treated, and he developed such an impression of the United States, that he and his wife later immigrated here after the war was over, starting a successful construction business.  In her distinctive German brogue this wonderful lady blessed our church.

      One Christmas party.  Two stories of reconciliation amidst vast principalities and powers hell-bent on war.  What better way to celebrate the coming of the Prince of peace than to listen to how these people refused to give way to bitterness?    Simeon said the Christ child would cause the falling and rising of many in Israel.  Anna said he would be instrumental in redeeming Jerusalem.  (Luke 2:33-38) And he did so without even once giving way to retaliatory violence.  
       In a shoot-first-or-be-shot world governed by the ethics of the payback, here was one who went to the cross to interrupt the cycle of violence.  This King laid in a feed trough taught us that there is a submission and deference that is truly revolutionary in its effect.   It can bring peace where there is war—reconciliation where there is bitterness.

       I’m glad that the World War II generation did not forget this.  What will this generation’s Christmas stories sound like?    
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