Is he a hero or a vigilante? Or both at the same time? Such is the dilemma of the caped crusader. Such is the burden of the Batman. There’s crime out there in Gotham City and the forces of law and order seem helpless in the face of it. What is a man in tights and a plasticky kind of mask to do? He has to leap into his souped-up Batmobile and get out there into the dreadful city and beat up a few villains, that’s what. Do the people of Gotham appreciate his short way with evil-doers? Well, sometimes. But he makes the powers-that-be a little uneasy. Where is due process, they wonder? Batman doesn’t read his victims their rights or take statements. He just hits them very hard with his iron fist of retribution. He is judge and jury dressed in implausible body armour. He stops short of killing but only just … Batman has “issues” from his childhood but can that justify his grim and relentless work as the avenging angel of urban America.
Or perhaps he is really a hero and, like all heroes, he is wilfully misunderstood by some and envied by others. After all when the world is in a terrible way and Gotham City is full of corruption and even good people stand by powerless and defenceless surely the world needs someone like Batman to step in and act decisively for justice. This is a world in which good and evil battle for supremacy and where only the strong will survive the battle. There’s no time for pussyfooting around with rule books and legal niceties when anarchy and disorder walk the streets unchecked.
You see the dilemma? In the 1960s TV series Adam West played Batman for laughs. The very recent Batman films ask more serious questions. Is he alone a good man or is he becoming part of dark world he seeks to oppose? It’s only a comic book fantasy but we should take careful note of our fantasies, they tell us more than we like to admit about who we are.

Because it seems to me that the Batman myth takes the Christian story and follows it almost all the way but it stops short at the most difficult part. 
Like Christ, Batman comes to battle with the forces of evil. Like Christ, he is often misunderstood or scorned by the people. Sometimes he is made scapegoat for the crimes of others. Batman is virtuous, brave, incorruptible and, above all, he is a saviour, a hero who comes to save the desperate city. So far, so Christlike. But he differs in one key respect, the difficult bit. His solution to the violence of others is violence in return. It’s a common and popular view. When we are under attack or feel aggrieved we believe we are justified in hitting back and hitting back hard, physically sometimes or in other ways. Christianity has had its own complicated and inglorious relationship with violence but its founder was absolutely clear on the matter. He took another view. Jesus words: 
You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ But I tell you, Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. 

Violence is, in the end, no way to solve our conflicts. Violence is like a contagious disease. Unless we can try an alternative way of resolving conflict, everyone gets infected. Even when violence is used with the best of intentions it opens up a pathway for the disease to spread. I think the new Batman film hints at this.

Violence doesn’t only have to be physical. Speak to those, who for example, have suffered emotional or psychological abuse. Violence, the desire to hurt or avenge or compel, can take many different forms.
The need to take revenge over a hurt or injustice, to make someone suffer for the evil they have done to us, is common to us all. And even though very rarely is physical violence offered we have other techniques in our Bat Utility Belt. Angry or wounding words, legal action, spreading gossip and rumour, ostracising our enemies, refusing to speak to someone for days, months, years on end, sarcasm or insult. We’ve quite a repertoire and our reading today suggests that there has to be a better way to resolve our disputes other than through violence of any kind. 
Our gospel reading suggests a three step approach to based not on vengeance and tit for tat but on patient and careful moves towards reconciliation. Try at first, it is suggested, to resolve the dispute just between the two of you. If that fails, seek some kind of mediation with one or two wise individuals present. If this doesn’t work, try some kind of community based solution – ask the church to try and sort it out. If all else fails, then you have done your best and just let it drop. If we were to read on from our passage, we would hear too of the vital importance of forgiveness in ending quarrels. This is a painstaking and risky way of resolving disputes. It takes time, sacrifice and a willingness to engage with the person who has wronged you. At no point is it suggested that a hefty uppercut to the jaw is a good way of sorting things out. The solution to ending violent, or potentially violent disputes, is to begin the task of reconciliation and to stick with it, not try and overcome force with even greater force.
Now I am aware that there are a whole load of questions that could be asked – what about self-defence? Protection of the innocent? The matter is not straight-forward and obvious but we live in a world that is fairly convinced that the answer to most conflicts is to make sure you are the one with the biggest fist or fanciest weapons. We live in a world littered with family feuds and broken friendships, where if actual war hasn’t broken out between individuals there is certainly a state of cold war. Jesus wants to invite us to a very different way of living together. He knows that conflicts are real and he knows that sometimes people suffer unjustly and life is not fair. After all what’s fair about a farce of trial, desertion by your closest friends and a crucifixion? Yet on the cross he does what we find hard to do. He looked on those who persecuted him and said, “Father, forgive them”. This is his different way and the sign of the cross (with which these children will be signed in a moment) is the sign of what this different way might look like.
Caped Crusader or Crucified Christ? Two possible choices. Batman only gets it half right. Jesus shows what we might have to do to really make Gotham and all our towns, cities and communities better places for us all.
