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Brian Zahnd is the founder and lead pastor of
Word of Life Church in St. Joseph, Missouri. He is
also a pastor-theologian who has authored eleven
books, including Sinners In the Hands of a Loving
God, Postcards from Babylon, and Farewell to
Mars. In the early 2000's Pastor Zahnd went
through a conversion — which he recounts in most
of his books — from a conservative American
evangelicalism to a lived faith that he believes is
more faithful to the Gospel. At the center of it is
the nonviolent, loving God of Jesus. He is an
example of what we have been talking about this
year: a revitalization of the basic Gospel message.

Today we feature a chapter from his book
Postcards from Babylon: The Church in American
Exile. It is basically a homiletic reflection on
today’s Gospel Reading, titled “In the Time of
Tyrant Kings.” He presents historical data on King
Herod (circa 74-4 BCE) — such as the fact that he
was installed as king of Judea in a ceremony in
Rome (37 BCE) by the two powerful successors of
Julius Caesar: Mark Antony and Augustus Caesar.
He also establishes that Herod was such a paranoid
tyrant that, along the way, he murdered his brother-

in-law, his wife’s grandfather, his wife, her mother, and two of his own
sons. So when Matthew opens his story, “In the time of King Herod,” he
is establishing the familiar context of living in the time of tyrant kings.
Zahnd writes,

As the Gospel of Matthew tells us, Jesus was born in the time of
King Herod, and the history books tell us that most of
civilization has been lived in the time of kings like Herod —
that is, in the time of tyrant kings. I’m talking about the time of
Herod, the time of Pharaoh, the time of Nebuchadnezzar, the
time of Augustus, the time of Nero, all the way into modern
times — the time of Hitler and Mussolini, the time of Franco
and Salazar, the time of Pinochet and Putin. It’s tragically true
that most people have lived their lives in the time of tyrant
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kings. But the gospel also announces the glad tidings that with
the birth of Jesus heaven has invaded the time of tyrant kings!
(66-67)

Matthew’s framing of the Magi story
within the story of Herod brings has a
horrific ending. Herod’s solution to the
problem of a new Judean king being
born in Bethlehem is to send soldiers
to murder all the male children in
Bethlehem — known as the “Slaughter
of the Innocents.” We have a
euphemism for such acts of tyrant kings to blunt the horror. We call the
child victims of our modern warfare “collateral damage.” Right now
there are such child victims around the world in places like Ukraine,
Gaza, and South Sudan. Are there more coming soon along the southern
border of the United States?

So there are two main elements to the revitalized Good News of
God’s Reign in Jesus Christ, which we see in the Epiphany story: (1)
The visit of the Magi signal the healing of our human divisions; and (2)
Jesus escaping Herod’s “Slaughter of the Innocents” foreshadows the
healing our human violence through the cross and resurrection. All of
this is grounded in the revelation of God as completely nonviolent. Let
me share one more quote from Zahnd’s chapter on the Epiphany Gospel:

Jesus’ invasion by birth into the dark time of tyrant kings gives
us a choice: we can trust in the armed brutality of violent power
or we can trust in the naked vulnerability of love. It seems like
an absurd choice, but only one of these ways is the Jesus way.
We have to choose between the old way of Caesar and the new
way of Christ. It’s the choice between the sword and the cross.
We have to decide if we’ll pledge our allegiance to the Empire
of Power or the Empire of
Love, but we can’t do both.
Following the Jesus way of
loving enemies and doing good
to those who hate us isn’t
necessarily safe and it doesn’t
mean we won’t ever get hurt,
but it does mean the darkness
won’t prevail.


