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In the News

On Friday, July 27, 2007, two television news helicopters collided in midair while covering a police chase in Phoenix, Arizona. Both aircraft exploded and crashed to the ground. Each chopper had a pilot and a photographer aboard, and both crews were killed in the accident. No one on the ground was hurt.

The police were in pursuit of a suspect who had stolen a utility vehicle and then, realizing he was being pursued by police, jumped out of that vehicle and into another one, continuing his flight. Both helicopters were covering the chase live for their respective TV stations. Three other news helicopters and a police helicopter were also in the surrounding airspace.

An FAA spokesman said that in a typical situation, air traffic controllers "clear helicopters into an area where they can cover a chase .... Once they are in the area, the pilots themselves are responsible for keeping themselves separated from other aircraft."

The suspect, who rammed at least two police cars and drove on sidewalks in the course of the chase, was later identified as Christopher Jones, 23. He eventually fled to a private home were he temporarily held police at bay. Upon his arrest, he was charged with two counts of vehicle theft as well as one count each of assault on a police officer and resisting arrest, but may be additionally charged under a legal provision called "felony murder" with causing the deaths of the four who died when the helicopters went down.  

Felony murder charges apply to deaths that occur during the commission of certain felonies, such as robbery, rape, arson and some other crimes. For example, if two people are committing a robbery, and in the course of the crime, one suspect accidentally kills a bystander, then both suspects can be charged as equally culpable in the death. Laws on felony murder vary from state to state, however.

The victims in the midair collision include pilot Craig Smith and photographer Rick Krolak of KNXV, an ABC affiliate station, and pilot Scott Bowerbank and photographer Jim Cox of KTVK, an independent station.

The Big Questions
1. Given that the helicopter deaths would not have occurred had not Jones stolen the vehicles, is he guilty of causing those four deaths? If not, why not? If so, what penalty should he face?

2. To what degree are we responsible for unintended negative consequences that happen because of decisions we have made or actions we have taken? Should we be forced to pay some penalty for unintended bad side effects? 

3. To what degree are we responsible for the well-being of others in our own community? In our nation? In the world?

4. How should we view unintended positive consequences -- happy or beneficial side effects -- that happen as a result of our decisions or actions?

5. If you suffer serious injury or loss as the unintended result of someone else's carelessness or even criminal behavior, you might choose to sue that person, but is there any additional action you could take that would reflect your Christian faith? If so, what?

Confronting the News with Scripture – Small Groups Discuss and Report
Group One – Exodus 21:22-25
This passage does refer to unintended consequences -- the accidental injuring of a pregnant woman resulting in miscarriage. The main thing to note from it for our purposes today is that the persons who caused the miscarriage were to be held responsible, even though they did not intend to hurt the pregnant woman or cause the loss of her child.

Questions: What do you think of the penalties prescribed? Are they too much, too little, or what?

Group Two – 2 Samuel 4:4
The story behind the verse quoted above is somewhat convoluted, but the basic facts are as follows: 

After Israel's King Saul and his son Jonathan were killed in battle with the Philistines, Saul's son Ishbaal (also known as Ishbosheth) was installed on Israel's throne, and was supported militarily by his father's general, Abner. A disagreement between Abner and Ishbaal led Abner to defect to David, who was then leading the breakaway Hebrew tribe of Judah. When Abner arrived in David's camp, however, David's general, Joab, killed Abner because of blood feud that existed between them.

When Ishbaal heard that Abner was dead, his courage fled. What's more, two men from Ishbaal's own people moved against him and assassinated him. In the midst of all that trouble, the nurse who was caring for the dead Jonathan's baby son, sought to save him from harm, but in her haste, she dropped him, causing him injuries that resulted in permanent lameness.

By the legal standards of our day, it seems that responsibility for the child Mephibosheth's injuries could be laid at Joab's door. Had he not killed Abner, the circumstances that led to Mephibosheth's lameness would not have occurred.

Questions: Would you blame Joab for the baby's injuries? Why or why not?

Group Three – Genesis 4:1-16
"Then the LORD said to Cain, 'Where is your brother Abel?' He said, 'I do not know; am I my brother's keeper?'" 

In a fit of anger and perhaps also jealousy, Cain killed his brother Abel. Later when God asked Cain where Abel was, Cain lied and then asked, defensively and insincerely, if he was his brother's keeper.

Questions: What is the answer to Cain's question, "Am I my brother's keeper?" How does that apply to today's news story and to our relationships with the people with whom we come into contact each day?

Group Four – Hosea 8:1-10
"For they sow the wind, and they shall reap the whirlwind." 

The prophet Hosea was speaking about the nation of Israel as a whole when he spoke the words above, and how the nation's sins were going to come home to roost with terrible consequences. But his words can be easily applied to individuals. In fact, in the New Testament, Paul said much the same thing as Hosea, but Paul did apply it to individuals: "Do not be deceived; God is not mocked, for you reap whatever you sow" (Galatians 6:7).

"Sowing the wind," is a metaphor for people who ignore God's commands, commit evil deeds and disregard the normal boundaries of decent human behavior. Thus, most of us would say that when someone else is hurt or killed as a result of a person's "wind-sowing" action, that person is more guilty than a person who, in the course of doing good, accidentally hurts or kills someone.

Question: For how much does intent count when we stand before God to account for our lives? 
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