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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1I don’t know how many of you remember the show ‘The X Files’ - it was a strange, made for TV blend of science fiction and urban mythology. Well I was paging through an X-Files book at a friends house the other day – not a great literary work by any means, but a fascinating collection nonetheless of short articles on the strange and the bizarre. It covered everything from mutants and werewolves to alien abductions. But one article in particular caught my eye – a description of some of the spells and rituals of voodoo – that particularly Caribbean blend of Catholic mythology and local witchcraft.

One of the traditional hexes available to the practitioner of voodoo, according to this article, is a spell for cursing someone to death. Now I am not a great believer in magic, not outside of that performed by David Copperfield and his ilk. My own experience and understanding of God just doesn’t allow room for the kind of ‘manipulation of dark forces’ that real magic requires. I don’t believe in ghosts, not in the sense of ‘lost souls’ looking for the light. I can’t believe that God is such a sloppy accountant that there can be these kinds of metaphysical loose ends floating around the universe. That is just not congruent with the idea of a creative God who is intimately a part of all that has been made. I can’t, therefore, get excited about the evils of Harry Potter, and I feel somewhat sad for the young man who, out of an act of real faith, refused to answer the question in the recent Matric English paper about the boy wizard.

But, with all that said, this article on voodoo describes how people do actually die once cursed appropriately. It seems that, in this particular culture, once the relevant ritual has been performed, society regards the cursed person as dead. So strong is their belief in the efficacy of the curse that people mourn, grieve and move on – even though the accursed person is still amongst them, living and breathing. As far as the friends and family are concerned, the cursed person has become just an empty body. Nobody will interact with it, it’s place at the table will no longer be set, it will be completely ignored – even to the point that people become oblivious to the presence of the ‘walking dead’ amongst them. And so, over the course of sometimes only a few days, this poor cursed person, completely isolated even in the midst of those they love, will simply waste away and die as their spirit and will to live shrivels.

Now that is truly horrible, but has very little, I suspect, to do with magic and everything to do with cutting off a relational human being from any hope of a meaningful social existence ever again. It is perfectly possible, I believe, to die of loneliness and a broken heart – to die of complete neglect and indifference. But before we self righteously shake our heads and condemn such inhuman practices, we have to ask, ‘Do we ever do the same?’

The answer is, probably not - not in the sense that we have ever paid someone to lay an actual curse on somebody else. Probably not either in the sense that we have ever uttered the wonderfully melodramatic phrase, ‘You are dead to me’ as we cut someone out of our will. But, there are many kinds of death, and even though we may not have ever said the words, sometimes out actions speak much louder than words ever can!

To curse someone to death, or even to say, ‘You are dead to me’, is to absolutely denounce their worth as a human being. It is to say, ‘You add no value or meaning to my life, as far as I am concerned you may as well be dead’. It is to deny any relationship or connection with them, to feel no responsibility for their fate and no consequence of their lives. It is to cut them completely loose from the web of our social sphere. If we were ever to speak that phrase to another, this is what we would be saying to them.

But the flip side of that coin is that, whenever we act in those ways, ways that deny relationship with others, we are, in fact, sending the self same message, even though we don’t speak the words.

In today’s Gospel passage we read of an argument between Jesus and the Sadducees about life after death. Jesus makes the point that God is identified as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and since God is a God of the living, they must still be alive too. Last week we extrapolated that idea, and celebrated the fact that our deaths do not mean an end to our relationship with God, or with the communion of saints, either. Jesus words to the Sadducees are as true for us today - ‘to God, all of them are alive’. But what I particularly want us to consider today is that these words are as true as well for the living dead amongst us, the victims of our societies voodoo - those who share this planet with us, but whom we have declared, through our indifference, to be dead to us.

So who are those people - who are we talking about? Well in the old testament passage for today, from the book of the prophet Zechariah, we read of a conversation between the prophet and the king, Darius. Darius was asking how he could perform true worship, how he could, in other words, demonstrate God’s worth to him. Were his sacrifices and fasts enough? And Zechariah answers, ‘If you really want to show God’s value to you, then honour those whom God values - the poor, the widow, the orphan, the alien’. Those, in other words, who live at the margins of society.

Because the simple truth is, we cannot claim any special relationship with God while we spurn those whom God loves. If our message is to be Good News for anyone, then it has to be Good News for those most in need. If our message is to be ‘eternal life’ then it has to be life for the living as well as the dead.

Now that is very easy to say - that we need to consciously seek out those who live at the fringes of our lives and our society and draw them into the community that is God’s vision for us. But the truth is, the poor, the destitute, the orphan, the homeless, the HIV positive, the jobless, all live at the periphery of our worlds because we who don’t live in need find it hard to face such people. We cannot step into the suffering of others without confronting our own fear of that suffering within ourselves. We cannot step into the suffering of others without realising that the things we place our own security in are far more fragile and temporal than we are comfortable with. We have no guarantees for our health, our work, our pensions. But if we truly want to honour God, if we truly understand ourselves as ministers of God’s Good News, we have no choice but to love those whom God loves, recognising that nothing is more damaging to those in suffering than our aloofness and indifference.

So how do we reach out through our fears and insecurities? Perhaps it would be helpful to reflect on the words of Henri Nouwen, the well known Christian writer and mystic. In his book ‘The Wounded Healer’ he makes these points:

No one can help anyone without becoming involved, without entering into the painful situation, without taking the risk of becoming hurt, wounded or even destroyed in the process. But we can do that because of our hope - a hope that makes it possible to look beyond the fulfilment of urgent wishes and pressing desires and offers a vision beyond human suffering and even death. Without this hope we will never be able to see the value and meaning of an encounter with the decaying human being and become personally concerned. This hope is anchored in God’s self disclosure in history, the dramatic affirmation that there is light on the other side of darkness.

True faith, true ministry, in other words, does not lie in preaching to others the message, ‘Trust God, everything will be alright’. It lies in knowing that so completely ourselves that we are freed from the chains of our dependancies to be able to take risks for others. And we do this in love and joy because, again in the words of Henri Nouwen:

It is not the task of the Christian minister to go around nervously trying to redeem people, to save them at the last minute, to put them on the right track. For we are redeemed once and for all. The Christian minister is called to help others affirm this great news, and to make visible in daily events the fact that behind the dirty curtain of our painful symptoms there is something great to be seen: the face of Him in whose image we have been shaped - the face of Him who says, ‘To me, they are truly all alive’. May we never fail to see the face and life of God in others, or be too fearful to help others affirm that truth for themselves.

Amen.
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