Texts: Rev 7:9-17, 1 John 5:1-3, Matt 5:1-12

Introduction

Sometimes you will be reading something vaguely Christian – usually an introduction to a book, or a slightly high-brow article in a glossy magazine – and the author will sign-off Jane Author, Feast of All Saints, or 21st Week in Pentecost, AD 2009.  And, I’m sorry, but right at the start I’m put off the reading.  I want to say, that is not the calendar you live by.  You had to look that up to sound all important and holy.  If they had written Halloween 2009 or Labor Day 2009 – fine, or even just Nov 1, 2009, but pulling out the Calendar of the Christian Church tries to add something that wasn’t given a passing thought in the writing of the work.  The only book I’ve seen it in recently that I didn’t have that reaction was Anne Rice the vampire novelist – she might follow the flow of the Christian year – her dark characters and Old New Orleans locals certainly did.

So why am I wasting my time in the pulpit talking about a forgotten relic - the church year -  that you could say I’m just as culpable in if you look at our bulletin or some of the posts on the church blog.
Two calendars – One of Hope, the other Hopeless

First I want to set up a compare and contrast.  Living by our secular calendar yesterday was Halloween.  The day set aside to make fun of all things scary or confusing (unless you live in Detroit, then it’s the day set aside to burn the empty buildings down.)  Sort of a collective nervous laugh as we send out and receive the kids as if saying these monsters can’t be that bad,  after all its kids stuff.  But that’s it.  The secular calendar brings all these monsters to our door, encourages us to laugh all the way to the grave, but never tells us why we should make sport of it.  What gives us the power or the right to laugh?  In that secular calendar – nothing – that is why it is a nervous laughter.  The church year had its Halloween – Mexico’s dia de los muertos in its fullest form – but that was just the beginning.  It encouraged scowling at the demons and the things that go bump in the night – because today was the Feast of All Saints.  The ending has been revealed.  The source of the power enabling the merriment was revealed.  In Christ, the ghouls and sadness of Halloween, are given hope.  In the resurrection Christ defeated the demons and rescued the saints.  More than just rescue, he gave power to the saints.  All our accuser can do to us is try and fool us – to turn our eyes away from where our strength comes.  So the Christian armed with God’s Word can go so far as to laugh at the devil’s tactics.  Here is what I think of your schemes to fool me – they are no more than a toddler dressed up as Lucifer himself screaming I want more candy.  In Christ that dark night turns into the glorious dawn of the Saints in heaven.  

But this mini cycle on the Christian calendar didn’t end with the Feast of All Saints.  Tomorrow – the day that we all return to work and to our lives – the church calendar marks as All Souls. As long as we are the church – both still striving here and at rest there – we await that day when as the apostle John says – “when he appears, we shall be like him.”  So all souls live in that tension between the now - the pregnant groaning creation waiting for that not yet – when those children of God – those saints – are permanently revealed to everyone.  Compared to the truncated secular calendar, the church calendar tells the whole story – scary things are real but have no power, because we are already saints in Christ who gives us strength to complete the pilgrimage toward that promised New Jerusalem. Compared to the secular calendar where time just marches on – the church year marks the time and points to Christ who gives us the strength to become the Saints we are intended to be.
The cost of the Hopeless Calendar – Two Examples – Loss of Range of Adulthood
We lose things living only by that secular calendar.  One of those things is the full life in the here and now of an adult.   And we can see this in our culture.  Sarcasm, the cheapest form of humor, is the standard response.  Sex is the only subject of television whether it is the crude jokes of the comedy, the bed-hopping that passes for the modern drama or the non-stop Viagra commercials.  The biggest selling books of our time – Harry Potter – were intended for children.  The fact Ms. Rowling seems to be the only one with the willingness or ability to actually have a plot and a well told story says how impoverished this generation of adult fiction is.  The big bad evil at the center of those books – Voldemort - at the end the representation of his soul is a screaming baby.  The spirit of the age is a child – one full of smarts and tricks – but with a torn and infant-like soul.  Peggy Noonan, former Presidential Speechwriter and New York columnist sums up her view of our politics, covering both sides of the aisle, as – “We are governed at all levels by America's children…They are stupid and they are callous, and they don't mind it when people become disheartened. They don't even notice.”  Living with a calendar that sees only Halloween encourages a perpetual adolescence.  Halloween does not give us the courage or the knowledge or the power to live a full adult life.  Without the example of All Saints – of all the Saints, it is safer to stay children.
Example #2 – Loss of Soul 

The culture or the person who only has Halloween without having All Saints has also lost their soul.  The protestations of the all the people who are spiritual but not religious only prove the point.  They wouldn’t have to claim it so loudly – if there was any evidence of the Spirit.  If you manage to dodge the Viagra commercials the only other ones seem to be for Prozac.  The Journal of the American Medical Association reported in 2005 that almost 11% of non-elderly America was on an anti-depressant.  (Adding the elderly skews the number much higher.)  Time reported in June of 2008 that 17% of soldiers in Afghanistan were on anti-depressants.  It captured this picture at that time:
[Soldier LeJeune said], “When you search someone's house, you have it built up in your mind that these guys are terrorists, but when you go in, there's little bitty tiny shoes and toys on the floor — things like that started affecting me a lot more than I thought they would.”  So LeJeune visited a military doctor in Iraq, who, after a quick session, diagnosed depression. The doctor sent him back to war armed with the antidepressant Zoloft and the antianxiety drug clonazepam. "It's not easy for soldiers to admit the problems that they're having over there for a variety of reasons," LeJeune says. "If they do admit it, then the only solution given is pills.

Please don’t get me wrong, I don’t want someone to leave here saying that Pastor Brown said anti-depressants were junk.  But that is not depression – a real and treatable medical condition – that is despair which is a spiritual problem.  As Peggy Noonan said – “they don’t mind it when people become disheartened.  They don’t even notice.” The right and correct response to only having Halloween – to looking for terrorists amid baby shoes -  is despair.  Soldier LeJeune’s response is the response of someone with a soul.  Tossing some pills at it is the completely inadequate response of the society and leadership that have lost their soul.  The society that has lost being adults, becomes too afraid to deal with the reality of human experience. We’d rather medicate it.  In fact, we eventually don’t notice what we’ve lost.
The Way Out – A larger calendar/The Shepherd on the Throne
So now that I have led you to the pit of despair, either from just wondering when this sermon will end, or from thinking about things we have no control over, how do I go out with a happy face?

I can’t promise happiness – the more complete calendar of the Christian includes darker days – days like Good Friday.  There are times for weeping.  The person living only in secular time, with only Halloween is always scrambling for happiness.  In a truncated, adolescent and soulless way – happiness is the best they can hope for.  What I can offer is a calendar that continues past Halloween and includes All Saints.  What I can offer is:
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.

Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, they shall be satisfied.

Blessed are the pure in heart, they shall see God.

Who are these, clothed in white robes, and where have they come from?

These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation.  They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb…and he who sits on the throne will shelter them with His presence…for the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd.  Amen.
