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I am not one of those people who
feels low at Christmas. I just love the
congregation in my parish singing
Silent Night together, all the family
round the Christmas Day table,
three socks on the fireplace for
Santa – even though my sons are
now in their twenties! 

Yet at Christmas, as we seek out
merriment, spiritual uplift and the
comfortable Christ child in the
Christmas crib, let us remember the
Holy Innocents … and the holy in-
nocents. 

Amidst the joy of the birth of Je-
sus, we recall that King Herod un-
leashed a terrible massacre, accord-
ing to Matthew, ‘of all the boys in
Bethlehem and its vicinity two years
old and under’. Herod manifested
the opposition of darkness to the
light that has existed throughout
history. 

2,000 years later, there are still
Herods in this world, using new
weapons of war to disrupt God’s
plan for peace. The joy of Christmas
will bypass millions of the world’s
children who live in poverty and
fear. We should remember them at
Christmas too, especially those fac-
ing violence – the holy innocents of
Christmas 2018.

The young children of Yemen,
Syria, South Sudan and the Holy

Land will be on our minds even as
we celebrate the security and well-
being of our own children. 

More than that, there must be a
penitential element, recognising our
country’s role in the suffering of
children.

Amal Hussain died recently in
North Yemen, an emaciated seven-
year-old lying in a makeshift bed in
a refugee camp in her war-torn
country. “My heart is broken,” said
her mother. “Now I’m worried for
my other children.” 

Amal was one of two million se-
verely malnourished children in
Yemen, a human cost of the Saudi-led
war which is fed by Saudi Arabia’s
biggest arms suppliers – the United
States and Britain. Yemen’s children
need humanitarian aid, but more
than that they need an end to con-
flict and a chance to see agriculture
and a battered economy recover in
their country. 

The UK is doing £5bn worth of
business and the US $110 billion in
arms trading. This is blood money.

In Iraq, children are forgotten ca-
sualties of a conflict that has rav-
aged their country for 15 years since
the country’s invasion by a US-led
coalition that included the UK.
There are no comprehensive statis-
tics on the number of children or-

phaned since the summer of 2014,
when the Daesh/Islamic State took
over a third of the country, and De-
cember 2017, when the Iraqi govern-
ment won back its major towns and
cities from the extremists. We do
know there are at least 13,000 or-
phaned children in Mosul alone.
Many of them were found alone in
rubble after airstrikes and battles
annihilated much of the city. One
boy survived alone under a col-
lapsed house for seven days after the
bombing.

And what about the Holy Land it-
self? Israeli forces have targeted and
killed at least 35 Palestinian children
since the start of 2018. The majority
of child fatalities have taken place in
the context of protests along the
Gaza Strip perimeter fence. Five
children have also been killed by Is-
raeli forces in the West Bank. 

According to international law,
lethal force may only be used when
a direct and mortal threat to life or
of serious injury exists. And yet the
UK government has consistently
supported Israel internationally,
helping to shield it from ostracism.
Britain has approved arms sales to
Israel worth $445m since the 2014
Gaza war and there is little doubt
that some of this equipment has
been used against people in the oc-

cupied territories. UK drone compo-
nents are exported while Israel uses
drones for surveillance and armed
attacks.

Of course, Bethlehem is a Pales-
tinian town in the West Bank. This is
where the first biblical storytellers
wove their wonderful tales about the
heavens celebrating the incarnation
and poor shepherds being the first
witnesses to the Christ child, but its
people still live under occupation as
they did 2,000 years ago. May the
Holy Innocents remind us to build
communities of peace and chal-
lenge such structural problems as
arms trading and the climate crisis
which cause children today terrible
suffering and premature death.

What can each of us do? Well, let’s
ban war movies, war toys and violent
video games at Christmas. Let’s sup-
port families in poverty at home and
internationally. My parish is hosting
an Advent service titled ‘Peace
Child’, looking at the challenge of
peacemaking at Christmas for the
children of the world.

St Oscar Romero once said, “We
must not seek the child Jesus in the
pretty figures of our Christmas cribs.
We must seek him among the un-
dernourished children who have
gone to bed at night with nothing to
eat, among the poor newsboys who
will sleep covered with newspapers
in doorways. 

“Let us not tire of preaching love;
it is the force that will overcome the
world.”
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‘‘Yemen’s children need humanitarian aid, but
more than that they need an end to conflict
and a chance to see agriculture and a
battered economy recover in their country. 

A nurse holds a malnourished baby at a treatment centre
in Sanaa, Yemen. Every 10 minutes, a child in Yemen dies
from a preventable illness resulting from malnutrition,
according to a report by UNICEF.
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