
20 February 2011 – Matthew 5.9: Blessings upon the Peacemakers… 
 

On the last day of summer, ten hours before fall… 
My grandfather took me out to the Wall. 

 
For a while he stood silent. 

Then finally he said, 
With a very sad shake 
Of his very old head, 

‘As you know, on this side of the Wall 
We are Yooks. 

On the far other side of this Wall 
Live the Zooks.’ 

 
Then my grandfather said, 

‘It’s high time that you knew 
Of the terribly horrible thing that Zooks do. 
In every Zook house and in every Zook town 

Every Zook eats his bread 
With the butter side down!’ 

 
‘But we Yooks, as you know, 
When we breakfast or sup, 

Spread our bread,’ Grandpa said, 
‘with the butter side up. 

That’s the right, honest way!’ 
Grandpa gritted his teeth. 

‘So you can’t trust a Zook who spreads bread underneath! 
Every Zook must be watched! 

He has kinks in his soul! 
That’s why, as a youth, I made watching my goal, 

Watching Zooks for the Zook-Watching Border Patrol!’1 
 
Thus begins Dr. Suess’s The Butter Battle Book which describes an age-old conflict 
between the Yooks and the Zooks, a story narrated by a grandfather who has played a 
prominent role in the conflict and is now initiating his grandson into the feud.   
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1  Dr. Suess, The Butter Battle Book, (New York: Random House, 1984). 
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What began as a disagreement about butter and bread had quickly turned into hatred instead.  
First there were switches and sling-shots, which seemed harmless enough, but sooner than 
later they were building “Triple-Sling Jiggers” and “Jigger-Rock Snatchems” to hurl bigger 
objects across the wall.  Then they began fashioning more dangerous and destructive 
weapons—a “Kick-a-Poo Kid” gun loaded with ant eggs and bees legs and a “Eight-
Nozzled, Elephant-Toted Boom-Blitz” that shot cherry pits.   
 
Back and forth the battle went, with each side building newer and bigger and better 
weapons to establish their own butter-spreading technique as the best and only acceptable 
method.  This went on until one day the Yooks “thought up a gadget that’s Newer than 
New….filled with mysterious Moo-Lacka-Moo and [could] blow all those Zooks clear to 
Sala-ma-goo.  The[y] invented the Bitsy Big-Boy Boomeroo!”   
 
All the Yooks hid underground while grandfather and grandson marched up to the Wall to 
put an end to the Zooks for once and for all.  The grandfather lept onto the Wall holding his 
Bitsy Big-Boy Boomeroo and yelled, “here’s the end of that terrible town, full of Zooks 
who eat bread with the butter side down!”  But as he did he was shocked to see a Zook 
standing on the Wall with his own “Bitsy Big-Boy Boomeroo,” yelling “I’ll blow you into 
pork and wee beans!  I’ll butter-side-up you to small smithereens!” 
 
Fighting and feuding, scheming and threatening to kill someone over the method they use to 
butter bread.  Surely no one would act so foolishly over something so absurd.  Or would 
they?  Would we?  
 
The French entomologist J. Henri Fabre was well-known for his eccentric experiments, 
especially those with moth caterpillars that “travel about at night in pine trees along a silken 
road of their own making…[and] straddle the ‘road’ in a tight file, head to rear touching, 
[as] each caterpillar adds its thread to the original track first laid by the one who happens to 
lead the procession.”   
 
One day he found these caterpillars walking up a vase in his greenhouse looking for food, 
and he quickly devised an experiment.  When the line of caterpillars had all reached the rim 
of the vase, he removed the silken thread from the side of the vase that served as their guide 
back home, leaving a closed circuit of caterpillars circling the edge over and over again.   
 
Fabre then sat back and observed, waiting to see how long it would take them to realize that 
they were walking around the same path over and over again.  “To his horror, they 
march[ed] not just an hour or so, but all day.”  Every now and then, in sheer desperation, a 
caterpillar or two would strike out on a new path to find a way off the vase and back home.  
Fabre even put out food for the caterpillars, and on several occasions an expedition would 
venture off the vase and come within a couple inches of the food, but tragically and 
inexplicably they would turn back in despair and “follow [the] trail back to the rim of the 
pot and join the doomed march” once again.   
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On and on it went, this mindless march, for seven days, until finally, on the brink of death, 
the caterpillars ventured down from the vase and found the food and water.  “The 
caterpillars in distress,” Fabre concluded, “starved, shelterless, chilled with cold at night, 
cl[u]ng obstinately to the silk ribbon…because they lack[ed] the rudimentary glimmers of 
reason which would advise them to abandon it.”2 
 
Circling and circling, obstinately following the same path over and over again even though 
clinging to their present course would mean death while abandoning it for a new path could 
mean life.  Surely no one would mimic such behavior.  Or would they?  Would we?   
 
Corporal Timothy Upham, in the World War II film Saving Private Ryan, served as the 
translator for the 29th Infantry Division led by Captain John Miller that was sent to bring 
Private James Ryan home.  Upham was a misfit, to say the least.  He was too philosophical, 
too idealistic, too innocent to be a part of this group of war-hardened soldiers.  As the movie 
progresses the viewer observes Upham’s struggle with the ways and means of war, 
displayed in sharp contrast to the cold precision with which the rest of the division conducts 
itself.   
 
About halfway through the movie this group of soldiers encounters a small German 
fortification, which they defeat with only one enemy combatant surviving the fire-fight.  
The German soldier begs for mercy, but Miller’s soldiers mock him and raise their guns to 
kill him.  Seeing this, Upham intercedes.   
 
He tells Captain Miller that this was uncivilized, that doing this would erode all sense of 
right and wrong, that killing this man in cold blood wasn’t humane, wasn’t human.  Upham 
pleads for Captain Miller to let the man go after requiring him to promise that he would not 
fight any more.  After a few tense moments, Miller, to the consternation of his soldiers, 
agrees with Upham and lets the German go free.   
 
In a moment of dark irony, this soldier appears once more at the end of the movie.  He had 
found his way back to the German forces and rejoined the fighting despite his promise; and 
in the final battle scene of the movie, it is this recipient of mercy that shoots and kills 
Captain Miller.  
 
Seeing Captain Miller fall to the ground, Upham turns and recognizes the shooter as the 
man whom he had earlier defended.  He becomes enraged, and in a scene as tragic as the 
one before it, he chooses to release his innocence, to give up his idealism and to scar his 
humanity by killing this German soldier. 
 
 
 

                                                
2  Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, (New York: Harper’s Magazine Press, 1974), 65-67. 
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Showing compassion and receiving hatred in return.  Believing mercy best, but choosing to 
let violence have the final word.  Surely no one would conclude from this story that Miller 
should have ignored Upham and ordered his men to shoot this German solider instead of 
letting him go.  Certainly no one would conclude that hatred is better and more powerful 
than mercy.  Or would they?  Would we?  
 
In November 2006, a British auction house sold a letter from World War I written by an 
unknown British soldier.  Five pencil-filled pages addressed to “My Dear Mater” and signed 
“Boy” described the events of December 25, 1914 somewhere along the Western Front. 
 
"This will be the most memorable Christmas I've ever spent or [am] likely to spend,” the 
letter reads.  “Since about tea time yesterday I don't think there's been a shot fired on either 
side up to now.  Last night…soon after dusk we had some decent fires going and had a few 
carols and songs. The Germans commenced by placing lights all along the edge of their 
trenches and coming over to us - wishing us a Happy Christmas…They say they won't fire 
tomorrow if we don't, so I suppose we shall get a bit of a holiday ... We can hardly believe 
that we've been firing at them ... it all seems so strange”3   
 
In the song “Belleau Wood,” Garth Brooks offers a reflective ballad about the surreal events 
of this Christmas truce in the middle of a war-torn battlefield.  Brooks sings about a voice 
that breaks the stillness and silence of the early evening by singing a familiar tune in 
German.  Quickly the British troops recognize that the song is “Silent Night,” and after a 
few moments of reflection one young soldier dares to stand up and sing along.  And with 
him another…and another…and another.   
 
And then the song takes you to the moment that this young man locks eyes with a German 
soldier across the battlefield, and Brooks sings, “He raised his hand and smiled at me, as if 
he seemed to say, ‘Here’s hoping we both live to see us find a better way.’”   
 
Finding peace in the midst of war, singing “Silent Night” on a battlefield and finding it to be 
true for a few brief moments.  Surely no one would, surely no one could go back to fighting 
after a moment such as this.  Or would they?  Would we?  
 
The Yooks and the Zooks have many names, and whether it’s a matter of how one butters 
bread or an issue of skin color, social class, nationality, political ideology or religious 
tradition, the story of our differences tragically plays out much the same.  In one way or 
another we find ourselves on the rim of the vase—caterpillars on an unknowing march of 
death—failing to realize that hope, that love, that peace, that life itself is only a few short 
steps away.   
 

                                                
3  25 December 1914 Christmas Letter, Source unknown, http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/ 
2006/nov/08/military.christmas. 
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We’re stuck, not knowing what’s beyond our present reality and fearful that leaving the path 
with which we’ve grown familiar will only make matters worse.  And it seems as if the 
daring few who choose a different course either give up after a brief excursion, or find their 
efforts at peace met with a violent response that transforms them into participants in this 
circle of death once again.   
 
Tragically, the “Uphams” of the world—for all their nobility and goodness and idealism—
are sometimes overcome by the hatred and violence that they’ve sought to oppose.   
 
Yet there are moments, there are times when the insanity of the Yooks and the Zooks, when 
the mindless march of the caterpillars, ceases long enough for the “Uphams” to offer us a 
glimpse of the hope toward which their seemingly foolish idealism draws them.  These are 
moments of resurrection in which the peacemakers, who would rather die, would rather be 
strung up on a cross than renounce their commitment to non-violence, are given new life by 
the God of peace and reconciliation. 
 
In the middle of battlefields, along the Walls that divide us, on the rims of the vases that 
enslave us, in the “no-man’s land” of humanity’s differences, peace is found in singing of 
the forever coming of God into the world, hope surfaces as enemies join together to 
celebrate the child who comes bearing a redemption song, and life materializes as Yooks 
and Zooks break off from their endless march of death and stand to meet one another, to 
greet one another, to see one another, perhaps for the very first time, as human; and instead 
of a fist there is a gesture, however small, expressing the hope of living to see us find a 
better way. 
 
So may we dare to strike out on a new course that holds the possibility of renewed hope and 
enduring life.  May we come to see that our enemies are not that different from us—are not 
really any different from us—and so, in the place of hatred, may we offer a measure grace 
and peace.  May we, by some great and unfathomable grace, find our way off the rim of the 
vase, and, through extravagant gestures of hope, may all of us who inhabit this vastly 
minute world live to see us find a better way—a way to be humane, to be human, once 
again at long last.   
 
It is the peacemakers whom Jesus pronounces blessed, because they find the reconciling 
hope of heaven just beyond the dividing fears of earth, by embracing the way of the 
Messiah who proclaimed a kingdom of peace and by accepting their place as the sons and 
daughters of the God of peace.   
 
Blessed are the ones who make peace, for these are the children of God.   
 
Thanks be to God!  AMEN. 
 


