Proper 26C 2010

Luke 19:1-10

“Double, double toil and trouble.”

In the middle of a cavern there stands a fiery boiling cauldron. Outside it is thunder and lighting. Hideous voices cry out:

“Double, double toil and trouble; 

Fire burn and cauldron bubble. 

Fillet of fenny snake,

In the cauldron boil and bake:

Eye of newt and toe of frog, 

Wool of bat and tongue of dog,

Adder’s fork and blind-worm’s sting,

Lizard’s leg and howlet’s wing,

For a charm of powerful trouble,

Like a hell-broth boil and bubble.

Double, double toil and trouble;

Fire burn and cauldron bubble.”

At one time, these words would make the hairs on the back on the audience’s neck stand up. This is from Macbeth, Act 4, Scene 1.  It is the scene where the three witches are boiling up a charm for the ambitious Macbeth. Scary stuff!

Witches, witches and more witches! Macbeth’s witches may just be the most popular, but there are plenty more. There is Christine O’Donnell famous today. And then, there, of course, was the wicked witch of the east from The Wizard of Oz with those frightful flying monkeys. They scared the beejeebers out of me as a child. But then there was Samantha, a friendly witch from the TV show Bewitched. I liked her. There were the Salem witch trials made popular by The Crucible. These witches didn’t look anything like what any of us would think a witch would look like. Right? So, just what does a witch look like? What is the test? Miss Murphy, my 9th grade English teacher was a witch. How did we know? Well, she turned Richard Simpkins into a newt…….but he did get better. She also had a wart on her chin which hair grew out of, and she was mean as a snake.
Why all this talk today about witches? Every 75-76 years Halley’s Comet appears visible to earth. The last time it was visible was 1986 and the next one will be 2061 at which time only our youngest (and perhaps Mary Beals) will be around to see it.
Every two and a half years there is a blue moon. The next blue moon (third of four full moons in a single season) will be November 21st in just a few weeks. The other definition is two full moons in one calendar month. That moon is scheduled in August 2012.
Every six years Christmas Day falls on a Sunday, and that will happen next year. Christmas Day this year is on a Saturday which is the worse of all possible options because that means we have three straight days of church-----Friday is Christmas Eve, Saturday is Christmas Day, Sunday is the First Sunday after Christmas and on Monday, I will be in the psych ward at Northridge hospital.

And also, every six years, Halloween falls on a Sunday, which just so happens to be today. Halloween is technically not a church holiday even though its tradition started in the church. And usually, this Sunday is All Saints’ Sunday, but due to the calendar All Saints’ Sunday will be next week, which gives us an opportunity to explore this strange day we call Halloween. Were you aware that the average person will spend $66 on Halloween this year? The total holiday spending on today will reach $6 billion! So, exactly what does the Church think about this holiday which appears to be growing in popularity?

Well, the Church is split. Evangelical churches are dead set against it because it conjures up images of the devil, evil and necromancy. They point to Biblical passages that warn against witches and soothsayers. Exodus 22:18 states, “You shall not allow a witch to live.” Deuteronomy 18:11-12 states, “Anyone who casts spells or consults with the dead is detestable to the Lord.” Can you see why in the past we killed suspected witches? 
Yet, aren’t we beyond putting witches to death? I mean really. Who believes in witches? I don’t. I don’t believe people have the ability to cast evil spells over other people. Once, when Halloween fell on a Saturday evening I had a youth lock-in at the church. We watched scary movies, did a scary scavenger hunt out in some woods, and then at the stroke of midnight we had a witch and a warlock (Wiccans) come to talk to us. I notified all parents in advance and some would not allow there children to attend! What were they afraid of? Their child might get turned into a newt? Actually, the kids found the Wiccans very boring. Instead of satanic verses and “double, double toil and trouble; fire burn and cauldron bubble,” we discovered that the Wiccans were neo-pagans who worshiped the seasons and the environment. Pretty tame stuff.
So, what are we afraid of? What does the “spirit” of Halloween bring up in us? Are you afraid of evil spirits, ghosts, vampires or krakens? I have a relative who will not allow her children to read Harry Potter novels. What about reading Ann Rice or Stephen King? 

One day while I was in seminary, I was on the top floor of the library way in the back of the stacks of books searching some topic. I was alone. The incandescent bulb flickered overhead. Sitting on the floor looking at the books on the bottom shelf of the stack, I came across a black leather bound book with red writing on it. Interested…..I removed it from the shelf. It was the satanic bible-----a book of incantations and services to conjure  up evil spirits. I got chills up my spine. “Calm down,” I told myself,  “It is, after all, only a book.” Was it? I flipped through the crisp---like new pages. I noticed that no one had ever checked the book out. “Hmmm,” I thought, “maybe I shouldn’t be the first.” So, I carefully replaced the book to its lower shelf abode and left the stacks.
Me-----who doesn’t believe in the devil got all tingly and nervous over something I supposedly don’t believe in. How come? Well, like Jim Croce says, “You don’t tug on Superman’s cape, you don’t spit into the wind, you don’t pull the mask off that old Lone Ranger and you don’t mess around with Him.” 
But if we believe in Jesus Christ as our savior and redeemer, shouldn’t we live as if we have victory in the face of evil and suffering? Shouldn’t we not be afraid of ghosts, goblins, witches and demons? And yet, in the face of evil, we Christians become as frightened as everyone else and so belie our religious claims. It seems to me that our God appears inadequate or incompetent in the face of violent evil. How come? I ask this of myself as well as all of you.
It seems to me that it is because we are afraid of the unknown. We are afraid of the unknown because ultimately we don’t know for sure. No one knows for sure. There is also no properly human power to withstand supernatural forces. And when we realize this then the entire question of God comes into view. What confidence can God bring? We could be all wrong. I could be all wrong. Dante could be right as could be Milton. We want a god who is powerful……powerful enough to protect us from evil if in fact there are evil spirits, ghouls, the devil. We can be okay if these supernatural beings exist so long as another more powerful deity exists that can defeat them and protect us. Some Christians believe that God is exactly this. “Put on your Christian armor”, they say. “If you believe correctly, act correctly, then there is no portal into which this evil can enter.” But this leads to a division because Jesus was anything but powerful. This is the entire nub of the conflict between believing Jesus is equal to God. Jesus is powerless, vulnerable yet God, the Father is all powerful. Somehow, somewhere there has to be a power in which we can believe or else we live in anxiety over evil, witches, ghosts, Satan and the spiritual forces that rebel against God. Yet, that is not the God we experience in the New Testament so we are caught in a Catch22. We don’t believe in a warrior, forceful, muscle-flexing God and yet that is exactly what we want when faced with spiritual evil. We want protection from a God who dies on a cross. And we ask ourselves (alone in our prayer time), “What good is that?”

Halloween exposes our schizophrenia. Halloween is a festival in which we like to titillate ourselves with a bit of dabbling into that which frightens us. We poke fun at the evangelicals as being rubes for fearing Halloween and not allowing their children to participate for fear of inviting the demonic in. And yet, deep down we fear it too. We will play with it hence Halloween. But we won’t invoke it or confront it because we don’t think anything has our back. We don’t believe God will shield us from harm. So, what is the answer?

The answer lies with the French philosopher Descartes. Descartes turned the Western Civilized world on its head when he said, “Reality is all mind and matter.” Thus, there is nothing beyond mind and matter in this world. There are no supernatural demons, witches or necromancers because all evil comes from human sin. Thus, human sin is not enslavement to any diabolic presence, but the result of our own being. It is a perversity of our own nature. For this reason, Jesus Christ came into the world. He came into the world to save sinners. Christ died once and for all for the sin of the whole world. 
Human sin is the last and most notorious evil not witches. What is worse the violence we do and have done to those we call witches or the witches themselves? The answer to evil is that it comes from US. It doesn’t come from black cats, Friday 13th, satanic bibles, ghouls or Professor Snape. And because evil comes from human sin then we have the power to deal with it. And that power is God in Christ.
You see, the answer to human sin is Christ. And by that I mean God’s salvation for humanity is the activity of self-expenditure for another’s needs. Service to others is the power of God. I have spent a lot of time talking about grace. I think most of you get it------you are all forgiven by God and granted salvation by virtue of Jesus’ death on the cross. And thus, because of this gift, we are now to act out this love and forgiveness in our lives not only towards ourselves but towards others. When Jesus identifies love with self-expenditure, he means just that, the real expending and spilling out of the self. Self expenditure may be misleading. It may suggest that expending oneself for others is a real loss and deprivation of one’s life. On the contrary, it is the enhancement of one’s life. Self-expenditure is self-fulfillment. She who loses her life will gain it. Loving is itself life, not just a means to life. 

Thus, there are no magical tricks, no incantations, no waving of magical wands or secret doors to go through. And there is no secret expectation that other people will be so irresistibly impressed by such kindness that they will suddenly be kind themselves. On the contrary,  Jesus is quite emphatic, that far from impressing or converting people, this way may only make them contemptuous, may even encourage their worst tendencies to victimize and exploit-----in other words to commit evil. Thus, how can Jesus propose this as an antidote to evil? Because this type of loving is living life to its true fullest potential. And we are given the power to live it this way. Will it protect you from evil? No, it will not because (unlike what many believe) the cross around your neck is not an amulet for protection but a statement of how you live your life. If it is life insurance you are seeking, then go to Mutual of Omaha. If it is life itself you are seeking, then come to Christ.
My basic point is this. Yes, it is easy to become frightened of supernatural evil. I do. However, it seems to me that real evil is human made. And the more we focus on evil as supernatural the more we miss the opportunity to combat it and the more it grips us and makes us feel impotent to do anything. So, we don’t. Or instead, we hurt the innocent---those who don’t quite fit the norm. Now, that is evil.

I don’t claim to understand the paranormal. I have a lot to learn about it. I am open to learning about it. As much as I don’t understand the paranormal, I do understand human sin. Regarding supernatural things, there is just nothing any of us can do about it. Why would God allow something to hurt us which we can’t do anything about? 

But if evil is not supernatural, but is a force created by humans and many times can over take us, then, with the power of God’s love, we can at least have a fighting chance. Human sin is our problem not the chupacabra.

Thus, I leave you with a poem by Rudyard Kipling regarding human sin in reference to Samuel 28:3-25 and the witch of Endor and my theme regarding evil.
Oh the road to En-dor is the oldest road
And the craziest road of all!
Straight it runs to the Witch’s abode,
As it did in the days of Saul,
And nothing has changed of the sorrow in store
For such as go down on the road to En-dor!

Kipling is saying that the road to Endor is the road of sin----nothing less and nothing more. And, Halloween is a time for children to chortle and not an invitation to the devil’s portal.
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