Proper 28C 2010

Luke 25:5-19

“Warning! Danger, Will Robinson!”

In order to obtain a driver’s license in any state, one first must pass a written test with questions designed to test your knowledge of the rules of the road. Not all of the questions are easy. Some of the more tricky questions are: 1) If there is a double yellow line down the center of the road, can you cross it to enter into a gas station or strip mall? 2) At an intersection with a pedestrian in the crosswalk, can you turn before or after they reach the half way point or must you wait until they go from curb to curb?
In addition to questions on the rules of the road, there is a section in the handbook describing the various signs. Generally, I don’t study this section because they seem pretty obvious. A yellow sign with a black squiggly arrow is saying that the road up ahead has a lot of twists and turns. And it seems to me pretty easy to understand the red stop sign, and yet this sign does seem to befuddle an awful lot of people. Despite seeming pretty easy to understand, there are signs that are unique to certain states and can be perplexing. For instance, going to and from San Diego it took me awhile to figure out the yellow sign with a father, mother and little children apparently running. At first I thought it was an ad for Wal-Mart. I have since learned that it is to warn drivers of illegal immigrants running across the freeway.
In Massachusetts (as in other northern states) there is a yellow warning sign with black lettering that reads Frost Heaves. Frost heaves are wide cracks in the street surface resulting from water which when it becomes ice expands and splits the road. Subsequently, when the ice melts, there are large cracks in the road. Well, one night/early morning after attending a fraternity party and pretending I was Frank the Tank, I was in the back seat of a friend’s car. We had a designated driver who was driving fine, but it seemed like everything was spinning to me. Noticing my pallid face, one of my friends told the driver to quickly pull to the side of the road, which he did. There, I was able to regurgitate outside of the car much to the relief of my friends. The next morning I awoke to giant yellow traffic sign on my front lawn which said Frost Heaves. My policeman neighbor didn’t think it was funny.
The purpose of our traffic signs is to warn us of possible danger on the road ahead of us. They are warning signs with the intent of getting us to drive more safely. Thus, they are not suggestions. They are rules….commandments if you will…..for us to follow. And if we don’t heed them, then the chances of hurt, pain, and suffering resulting from that which is warned are likely to occur.

We have warning signs all around us and not just on our roads. For instance, how about the old standby: Do not remove this mattress tag on penalty of having to listen to 6 straight hours of Lady GaGa. Who here as a child didn’t tear that tag off and then peak out the window to see if the FBI was pulling into your driveway? But wait there are more warnings that are even more ridiculous than this one. There is the “Do not eat toner” on toner cartridges for laser printers; there is “Do not use as earplugs” on Silly Putty; and “Remove infant before folding for storage” on portable strollers; and my personal favorite “Do not use orally” on a toilet bowl cleaning brush. I want to meet the person who caused that one to be implemented. 
“Warning! Warning! Danger Will Robinson!” cautions the robot on the old TV series “Lost in Space.”
As of late, I have been reading Dante’s Divine Comedy. One of the nice things about being old is I am no longer embarrassed to be reading a classic which I should have read in high school or college instead of day dreaming out of the class window or sleeping with my head down on the desk. In my adult years I have read Huck Finn, Frankenstein, To Kill a Mockingbird and The Odyssey to name a few. I wanted to read The Divine Comedy by Dante because this work changed the course of Church history. Dante made Hell into a reality and plopped it right into the laps of Renaissance culture and Renaissance people who feared the Plague for which they turned to religion and God for answers. Dante gave them an answer. “You better clean up your sinful lives or else it is Hell for you.” And Hell was worse than miserable. Hell was second death. Go to Rome and Florence and pay careful attention to the murals on the walls and ceilings of churches. They make Bosch’s painting, Garden of Earthly Delights look like something out of a children’s book.
Dante’s Divine Comedy especially chapter one, The Inferno, was a warning sign to all humanity. Unless you pay attention to God’s will found in Holy Scripture, then you will end up in Hell tortured horrendously for eternity. And to make sure people heeded his warning, he played on people’s fear of the unknown-----the afterlife. Ignore this warning at the peril of your eternal soul. We are still feeling the affects of this some 700 years later.

However, times are changing. Many more people are ignoring religious warnings. Today, people just don’t believe the world will end in a cataclysmic war between Jesus and forces of good versus Satan and the forces of evil like Godzilla versus Rodan. And one good reason for this is that every preacher who has ever predicted the end of time has been wrong! And secondly, theologically we are more intelligent than this. Why would God want to end creation? If it is to end evil, then our entire theology of the cross-----that is loving to the point of sacrifice-----would be proven to be ineffective. If God has to swoop down and with force end the world, then God is saying that God was wrong in telling us that love conquers all. End time theology says oh no it doesn’t. Force is the ultimate conqueror.
Today’s gospel talks about the end of time. “There will come a time when nation will fight nation and ruler fight ruler. Huge earthquakes will occur in various places. There will be famines. You will think at times that the sky is falling.” 

“Warning! Danger, Will Robinson, danger!” Here we have a doomsday warning. Have you ever noticed that all prophecies are of doom? And have you ever noticed that all prophets of doom prefer they being right and the world suffering than they being wrong and the world be at peace and happiness? It is as if yours and my suffering vindicates the prophet.
Like I said, though, most of us don’t pay any attention to these religious prophets of doom nor to the Scripture passages they quote. We know that Luke wrote his gospel after Jerusalem was destroyed by the Romans, and the Temple, which was destroyed, has never been rebuilt to this day. For the Jews of Luke’s time, it truly seemed like the end of days with destruction and death all around them.

Despite not believing in the warnings of religious preachers, we do very much believe in warnings of secular prophets. We don’t refer to people as secular prophets. Instead, we call them experts. Same thing, just different name. “Watch out for doomsday deceivers,” says Jesus this morning. “Many leaders are going to show up with forged identities claiming, ‘I’m the One, or, ‘The end is near.’ Don’t fall for any of that. Keep your head and don’t panic.”
That which Dante’s Divine Comedy did to 14th century Europe and beyond, a man named Paul Ehrlich did in 1968 to the United States and the Western Civilized world. I have mentioned him many times before, but it bears hearing over and over again.

In 1968 Ehrlich wrote the extremely popular book, The Population Bomb, in which he predicted that the end of the 20th century would see world wide famine, economic catastrophe, poverty and wide scale death due to overpopulation. Evocative black and white photographs in Life magazine of crowded subways in Manhattan, crowded streets in San Francisco, and the jam-packed 121 year old Calvary Cemetery in New York helped to fuel the fear of Ehrlich’s prophecy of doom.

In the decades to follow, the entire Western Civilized world swallowed Ehrlich’s overpopulation prophecy hook, line and sinker. After all, he was seen as a renowned scholar and scientist (prophet) at Stanford even though his expertise was as a butterfly biologist. But to the secular world, he wasn’t some half crazed religious nut moved by the Holy Spirit, but a man of logic, education and facts.

Well, like every prophet of doom before him, Ehrlich was wrong. Today, the United States is basically reproducing itself: 2 parents have 2 children. But countries like Italy, Austria, Spain and Canada are not. My goodness Spain’s fertility rate is 1.1---about half of the replacement rate. Spain’s population is halving with every generation! Two grown ups have a total of one baby. So there are half as many children as parents. And a quarter as many grandchildren as grandparents. 42 years after Ehrlich’s overpopulation prophecy of doom, these countries are doing all they can to encourage people to have more children or they will find themselves devolving out as an ethnicity.

There are many, many more examples of whom Jesus refers to as ‘doomsday deceivers.’ But just one more. I went to get my annual flu shot just the other day. In talking to the young lady who gave me the shot, she told me that the serum contained three strains of flu. One of them was H1N1. “Why H1N1?” I asked. “Wasn’t that last year?” “I guess they had lots of left over serum and had to do something with it,” she said.

This peaked my interest. So, I checked it out. In April of 2009 Keiji Fukuda, flu czar for the World Health Organization, stated that H1N1 could kill 50 million world wide and 675,000 in the United States. The final statistics are as follows: 18,449 died worldwide. By comparison a normal flu kills 250,000 to 500,000 worldwide. The USA had 12,000 deaths which is a third of the normal number. Canada had one tenth the number of deaths and the United Kingdom was even lower than that. Basically, the whole pandemic warning was a false prophecy, and yet we believed it just like 14th century Florentines believed that the tortures of Hell awaited all but the most saintly. Why do we believe such doomsday experts when they have no better way of predicting the future than Biblical preachers or the local tarot card reader down the street? I guess it is fear. Fear of the unknown.
I don’t believe in a doomsday future. I don’t believe in doomsday warnings. I don’t believe the world is going to end Biblically or secularly. This not what Jesus tells us today. Instead, he tells us that God loves us and has our backs. We are secure in God despite hard times and suffering. Despite all this, life continues and will continue to go on with new hope and new horizons.

Thus, I don’t believe the world is or will come to an end. I think just the opposite. I think creation happens every picosecond of every day. We and God are creating a future that is yet to be created. This means that even God doesn’t know the future. God doesn’t know the future because God is not a controlling forceful God. Instead, God is a God of creation and new life not of death. God redeems death not causes it. Thus, God guides and woos us forward creating as we move into the unknown together. The future is not destined. There is no fate. Decisions that you make in what we call this present---this here and now----will validate (or invalidate) everything that has gone before, and make possible (or impossible) all that is yet to come. Chronology has ended. Kairos (God’s time) is upon us. You and I are colleagues and co-creators with God----living in the midst of ongoing creation and called upon to celebrate everything that is.
Therefore, being thankful means saying yes to life, in spite of all the obvious suffering, brokenness and guilt. To give thanks is to have the courage to get up in the morning. And to have faith is to have passionate commitment balanced against stark humility. It is openness to miracles in everyday occurrence. It is affirmation of co-responsibility for creating what will be. To have faith is to say that life is worth the dying.

I agree with Jesus. Don’t listen to the doomsday prophets----religious or secular. They are all deceivers and fear mongers. Our God is the exact opposite of the prophets of fear. “Do not be afraid,” says Jesus over and over. Nothing in all of creation or in the world to come can separate us from the love of God. Believe in a life-giving God. Believe in a world without end-----Amen!
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