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1The Good, the Bad and the Ugly
Well, I guess there’s only one way to solve this.
I hear you been up to no good.
I don’t want to do it, but there is one way and only one way 
to settle this.
You’re bad and I’m good.
Now that I killed him, everything is going to be great again.
Glad that’s settled. Now we can do this in peace and quiet.

Marvel Comics/Westerns/Popeye Example
Think about any action movie you’ve ever seen. Whether your 
preference is Westerns like The Good, the Bad and the Ugly, ani-
mated Disney movies like The Lion King, science fiction like 
the Matrix, or even Lifetime movies, there’s one key plot line 
that they all must adhere to: in the end, the bad guy has to die, 
usually at the hands of the good guy. The biggest movie in the 
history of movies, the Avengers: Endgame Thanos gets his just 
desserts. Now, we know that the violence is not going to end 
there!
Does this plot line sound familiar? Forgive the male-domi-
nated plot line, but this is how it goes…Bad Guy comes to 
town and bad guy is rotten to the core—evil through and 
through. There is nothing good about this individual. Bad 
Guy harms innocent people for the sake of greed, power or 
just plain nastiness.
Good Guy, usually slightly flawed, but good-hearted individ-
ual, who initially refuses to get involved, suggesting that there 
must be another way that doesn’t involve him. Bad Guy con-
tinues to ravage innocent townsfolk and/or confronts Good 
Guy which finally coaxes said Good Guy into a showdown. 
And this showdown must be a violent. There can only be one 
survivor.
And we know how it ends…Good Guy kills Bad Guy tak-
ing violent action against Bad Guy, usually after the Bad Guy 
draws first so that the Good Guy can claim self defense. And 
everybody lives happily ever after. Popeye pounds Bluto 



2 into submission, Batman defeats the Joker, the Evil 
Emperor is vanquished.

And it feels so good. Helps us sleep at night. And teaches us 
in every movie, every episode, every comic, that violence is 
the way to peace. That violence is the way to bring order out 
of chaos. But if violence leads to peace and order, why haven’t 
we yet found peace?
In fairness, this idea that violence is our salvation, that vio-
lence can bring order to chaos, and that violence is the path to 
peace is as old as human history itself. It’s called the MYTH 
OF REDEMPTIVE VIOLENCE.

Myth of Redemptive Violence, Babylonian 
Origins
The myth of redemptive violence is as old at time. One of the 
scriptures listed in today is the Enuma Elish. It is one of the 
oldest documents in human history. It was written in Old 
Babylonian on seven clay tablets. It is not one of our Judeo-
Christian texts but contains parallels to some of our scriptures. 
And it contains the creation myth that is quite different from 
our biblical creation story, but one that will sound familiar.
In this myth, before creation itself there were two gods, 
Tiamat and Apsu. They begat younger gods who began to 
create chaos to the degree that Tiamat and Apsu could not 
rest. No matter how much Tiamat and Apsu pleaded, they 
would simply not quiet down. Apsu decided the only way 
to get some peace was to kill Ea their leader. But Ea heard of 
the plot and struck down Apsu first. Tiamat, wife of Apsu, 
pledged revenge and began creating beasts that would kill Ea 
and his brothers. Again, the younger gods struck first. One of 
these younger gods, Marduk, promised to take out Tiamat, 
but only if the rest of the younger gods would give him sole 
power if he succeeded. Succeed he did. He drove a wind 
down Tiamat’s throat, then he shot an arrow that burst her 
distended belly, and struck her heart. For good measure he 
split her skull with a club, and his final act in this gruesome 
tale, he stretched her innards and body across the sky, and 
that is what created heaven and earth, the cosmos.



3Note: Violence is the way here. The primary—only—
method to resolve problems is violence. Power is 
gained through violence. And Creation itself was 
an act of violence. Therefore—this myth asserts—the only 
way the world can be redeemed and renewed is also through 
violence. For centuries Babylonian kings and priests would 
reenact this gruesome legend as a way to reinforce the king’s 
power.
As Walter Wink puts it, “Humanity is created from the blood 
of a murdered god. Our very origin is violence. Killing is on 
our blood.” We didn’t invent evil, but that’s just the way the 
world works.

Wink, Engaging the Powers
Pg 14—But this is not our story. What we read in Genesis is 
diametrically opposed to this, at least “in the beginning.”
Whereas the Babylonians thought evil predated good, and 
the universe was created through an act of violence, Genesis 
begins with a chaotic world put in order by God, and that 
story is punctuated by an entirely different ethos.
Genesis 1 (NRSV): “God called the dry land Earth, and the waters 
that were gathered together he called Seas. And God saw that it was 
good….Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. 
4And God saw that the light was good…. God created the great sea 
monsters and every living creature that moves, of every kind, with 
which the waters swarm, and every winged bird of every kind. And 
God saw that it was good…. God saw everything that God had made, 
and indeed, it was very good.
In our Creation story good precedes evil. Order comes from a 
benevolent and loving God. Not a violent act of revenge.
But the draw of redemptive violence is a strong one. As the 
bible progresses, redemptive violence becomes the order of 
the day at time: David slays Goliath, Pharaoh and his army 
are destroyed by the Red Sea; even Noah and the flood can 
be seen as a redemptive violence narrative. At times, the peo-
ple hear God as telling them to exact genocidal revenge on 
entire nations of people. It’s fair to note that this was not the 



4 entirety of the Hebrew Bible and that other stories 
highlight a different, non-violent path to redemp-
tion: for example, Joseph forgives his brothers and 

brings two nations together.
When we get to Jesus’ arrival, the myth of redemptive vio-
lence is firmly entrenched in the ways of the world. Romans 
occupied Jesus’ land and people through violence. And some 
of Jesus’ very own people were fighting a guerilla war to com-
bat the Romans.

Redemptive Suffering
As uncomfortable, soft, and unrealistic as it may seem, Jesus 
would take no part of Redemptive Violence. Recall the dia-
logue with Satan in his temptation where he rejected the 
world’s power. That was the beginning of his public life and 
ministry. Jesus was clear from the beginning—his way of 
redemption would look very different. As if to underscore 
this very plain concept, he has another opportunity at the end 
of his life to right the wrongs of the world through violence, 
but again refuses.

Matthew 26:47–53
Judas, one of the twelve, arrived; with him was a large crowd with 
swords and clubs, from the chief priests and the elders of the people. 
48Now the betrayer had given them a sign, saying, “The one I will 
kiss is the man; arrest him.” 49At once he came up to Jesus and said, 
“Greetings, Rabbi!” and kissed him. 50Jesus said to him, “Friend, do 
what you are here to do.” Then they came and laid hands on Jesus 
and arrested him. 51Suddenly, one of those with Jesus put his hand 
on his sword, drew it, and struck the slave of the high priest, cutting 
off his ear. 52Then Jesus said to him, “Put your sword back into its 
place; for all who take the sword will perish by the sword. 53Do you 
think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me 
more than twelve legions of angels?
Jesus was not going to seek redemption through violence. 
Even when faced with violence.



5This way of peace often gets panned as impractical, 
cowardly and weak. Is Jesus cowardly and weak 
because he chose a way that led to his death and 
showed us the path to real redemption? Is it impractical to 
follow that path. Here’s one of the ways I think about it: the 
Romans and religious powers of the day used violence as an 
end to their means. Jesus used his way of courageous resis-
tance. Which has lasted? The Roman Empire or Christianity?
Stunning how the vast majority of Christianity has shunned 
this obvious ethic of Jesus in the name of self-defense and 
so-called Just War.
But let’s say for a moment that we didn’t care about what is 
so clearly Jesus’ way of nonviolent resistance and we wanted 
to be “realistic.” When scrutinizing the pragmatics of nonvi-
olence we often ask questions like “What about Hitler?” or 
“What would you do if your family were about to be killed?” 
Fair enough.
But let’s also cast the same scrutiny on the way of violent 
redemption. An example from the real world: let’s ask, “In 
Afghanistan alone, after 17 years, more than $2.4 trillion 
dollars (that essentially went straight to US debt), 2,500 US 
military personnel deaths, 1,700 US military contractors, 
and 20,000+ US wounded. They say that peace talks with the 
Taliban are close to resolution—let’s pray that happens. But 
I’m not betting on it. And if peace talks are successful, what 
will all that money and all of those lives have bought. A stale-
mate.” We can apply the same scrutiny on the war with Iraq 
and the statistics are even more daunting the prospects for 
peace less hopeful.
Violence does not create peace.
And by the way. If you listened to last week’s sermon from 
Pastor Pam bonus points if you are connecting the myth that 
God somehow needed a violent end to Jesus’ life in order to 
give his life salvific meaning. Myth of Redemptive Violence 
wormed its way into Christian theology.



6 So what is another way of redemption?
So if violence is not the path to redemption and jus-
tice, what is? First, we must remind ourselves that 

Jesus did not just give in to those who harmed the innocent. 
He did flip over money changers tables, and call for his fol-
lowers to confront violence, just as he did. As we’ve discussed 
before, “turning the other cheek” is a defiant act meant to 
draw out the humanity on the opponent as well as stand up to 
injustice. We dare not over-spiritualize Jesus call to “love our 
enemies” as something that is done only in our prayer lives. 
Enemy love is a strategic move as much as a shield to falling 
victim ourselves to the myth of redemptive violence.
This is hard. It runs counter to everything we see in our world 
today. So it’s helpful to look at real-world examples of stra-
tegic non-violence as a tool for overcoming injustice, and as 
a pathway for redemption itself. South Africa has sought to 
redeem its violent history of racial aparteid in different ways. 
Based largely on Jesus principles, the Truth and Reconciliation 
process in South Africa did not seek an eye for an eye. Instead, 
it sought mutual redemption and healing for both oppressor 
and oppressed—this is what creates a viable future!
Closer to us in spirit, our Nigerian brothers and sisters con-
tinue their nonviolent struggle against Boko Haram, even as 
we received the horrific news of more killing and homes, busi-
nesses, cars, and churches burned to the ground. Tell me our 
Nigerian kin are soft or spineless as they keep proclaiming 
peace and avow themselves to Jesus’ way of love of enemy. 
They know that killing Boko Haram members will not create 
generational peace. They know that real redemption for all 
must be found a different way.

Another Way
I want to close by sharing an example of redemption. 
Lynchings are the epitome of the myth of redemptive violence 
at work; in this country, violent whites believed that the chaos 
they felt the growing freedom of African Americans could 
be brought to order through a very violent death. If a black 
man or woman was upsetting the status quo through a slight 



7(real or imagined) surely a lynching would right the 
wrong and serve as deterrent for future chaos.
I recently read of a museum in Alabama that is seeking to 
honor the victims of lynchings. We’re going to hear a short 
story from Bryan Stevenson who is the Founder and Executive 
Director of the Equal Justice Initiative in Alabama. It aired on 
the radio program “Fresh Air.”
If the myth of redemptive violence were to be extended the 
families of these lynching victims would exact their ven-
geance on the families of the lynchers—you know, to settle 
the score. But also find some sense of redemption.

Benediction
Don’t forget about next week, the beginning of Lent.








