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“Happy Valentine’s Day”


The Transfiguration of Our Lord						      February 14, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								Deuteronomy 34:1-12
Epistle Lesson										Hebrews 3:1-6
Gospel Lesson										  Luke 9:28-36


Well, today is both Valentine’s Day and Transfiguration.  I’m going to try to bring those two together in a very strange sort of way.  There are those who would tell us that the human race is progressing—that people are improving.  Actually scientific knowledge and application are progressing, but people in general are not progressing.  Transportation is progressing, electronics, telephones, medical procedures, agriculture, construction; all of those things are progressing.  All of them are improving.  But the human race in general is not progressing.  It is not improving.  Look at it this way.  If people were actually progressing and improving, we would not understand Shakespeare.  Nor would we understand the Bible.  But we understand Shakespeare and we understand the Bible, because people aren’t progressing.  There are only four main issues in life, and people in general are no better at them than they ever were.  And those four main issues in life are sex, money, power, and God.  Sex, money, power and God.  No matter how much science and technology advance, the human race still struggles with sex, money, power, and God.  As Christians we might like to be free from this human struggle and the messes that it causes, but no such luck.  We cannot escape it, and it will intrude into every part of life.

One simple example:  I can remember when the National Football League Championship game was actually about football.  But now it’s the Super Bowl—an annual celebration of sex, money, and power at which a football game takes place.  Of course, I can also remember when Christmas was the annual celebration of God becoming human in Jesus of Nazareth.  Rather than a three month long focus—three month long focus—on money, Black Friday, consumer confidence, corporate health, economic well-being, and of course political correctness.  A three month long deal which can cause as much and even more stress and anxiety, than it causes peace and happiness.  No matter what is going on in life, the human race will mess it up with sex, money, and power.  

So as Christians, what do we do with Valentine’s Day, especially when it coincides with Transfiguration Day, and it falls two days before Mardi Gras--that great celebration of sex, money and power?  How are we to relate to a holiday that generates 17 billion dollars in revenue in the United States, in an effort to celebrate sexual attraction in human beings?  Where do we fit into all of this?  

Well, I’m going to take you back to the Romans.  This Valentine business makes a whole lot more sense if you remember that February is the beginning of spring in Italy.  We’ve got snow up to our armpits, so this doesn’t make sense to us, but in Italy it’s the beginning of spring.  The name February comes from “Februa,” which is a Latin word for “means of purification.”  It was the time of year when Romans ritually cleaned their homes.  Then they would spread salt in their homes to chase away any evil spirits that might have accumulated over the winter.  The middle of February was also the best time for these very superstitious people, the Romans, to get ready for summer—and that meant the spring fertility rites.  In the middle of February, February 15th, they had a celebration called “The Festival of Lupercalia.”  “Lupercalia” was named for the she wolf, who was said to have raised Romulus and Remus—the twin founders of Roman.  The priests of the Lupercalia would sacrifice a dog for the purification of Roman.  Then they would sacrifice a number of goats to promote the fertility of the Roman people, and the fertility of their fields.  Priests and boys would then dip strips of goat hide into the sacrificial blood, and they would go through the city of Rome slapping women with these strips of goat hide dipped in blood.  The idea was to increase the fertility of the women of Rome, and to increase the fertility of fields.  

There was another feature of the Lupercalia, and this involved a large urn.  This urn was placed in the middle of the city and eligible young women who wanted to participate would put their names into the urn on slips of paper.  Then eligible young men, who wanted to participate, would reach into the urn and they would choose a name at random—sort of a lottery.  Then they would pair up with that young woman romantically and sexually for the coming year—they were lovers in a lottery for the next year.  This sexual lottery occasionally would end in a marriage, though more often than not it would end up the next February 15th the woman putting her name back into the urn, and being chosen by some other eligible young man.  The Lupercalia was known as “The Festival of Sexual License,” and it went on for centuries.  It’s what the Romans did in the spring.

Over time, Rome became a predominantly Christian city.  But “The Festival of Lupercalia” did not die easily.  It continued, much to the displeasure of the Catholic authorities, as you might guess.  In the year 498 Pope Gelasius did three things.  Number one.  He got the lottery for sexual pairing outlawed officially.  You weren’t supposed to do that anymore.  People still did it, but they weren’t supposed to do it anymore.  Number two.  He got his own urn and he put that into the center of Rome and he put the names of all the Christian saints in that urn.  Then he invited young people—men and women—to come and chose a name of a saint, and then they were to emulate that saint for the coming year.  No doubt this was a noble gesture on the Pope’s part, but one wonders how popular the idea ever became.  The third thing that Pope Gelasius did in 498 is declare February 14th to be St. Valentine’s Day.  

There are at least three St. Valentine’s to be mentioned here.  It was a very popular name by the way.  So there were lots of St. Valentine’s.  The Roman Emperor, Claudius the Second, decided that single men made better soldiers than married men.  So he outlawed marriage for Roman soldiers.  A priest named “Valentine” would secretly perform marriages for Christian soldiers.  When Claudius discovered this, he executed Valentine on February 14th in the year 270—hence February 14th.  A second St. Valentine was executed for helping Christians escape from harsh imprisonment.  And a third St. Valentine was imprisoned and executed for refusing to deny the Christian faith.  Tradition has it that he spent his imprisonment helping others in prison—thinking about them, rather than about himself.  Tradition also has it that he fell in love with the jailer’s daughter.  On the night before he was executed he sent her a letter declaring his love, signing it “From Your Valentine.”  It was the hope of Pope Gelasius that St. Valentine’s Day would put an end to “The Lupercalia Festival of Sexual License.”  The idea was that St. Valentine’s Day would help people, especially young people looking for life partners, to focus on Christian marriage, love as kindness and honor, and perseverance in the face of persecution and worldly temptation, which comes to the young as they try to control their urges for sex, money and power.  

In 1969 the Catholic Church removed St. Valentine’s Day from the list of Saint’s Days due to the lack of hard historical information about any of these St. Valentine’s.  However, St. Valentine is still the patron saint of a list of things.  I think you’ll find the list interesting.  St. Valentine is the patron saint of engaged couples.  He is the patron saint of young people; the patron saint of love, happy marriages, travelers, (and this is the one I think is so cute) bee keepers.  In France and England in the middle ages people traditionally marked February 14th as the day on which the birds chose their partners for the year, and started mating.  I don’t know if this was the beginning of the Audubon Society or not.  But one wonders if this is part of the origin of the phrase, “The birds and the bees.”  

In the 1300’s Geoffrey Chaucer wrote a long poem in which he brought together many of these elements.  He connected declarations of romantic intentions with St. Valentine’s Day.  That goes back to Chaucer—the declaration of romantic intentions on St. Valentine’s Day.  Supposedly the oldest valentine yet in existence is a letter written to his wife by Charles, the Duke of Orleans, from his prison cell in the Tower of London in 1415.  This harmless and somewhat chaste tradition was given new life in England in the 1600’s, and by the mid 1700’s it was common to exchange small tokens of affection—small tokens of affection—and hand-written notes on February 14th, St. Valentine’s Day.  This tradition was brought to North America by English colonist and it survived in the United States until the 1840’s.  In the 1840’s the first mass produced greeting cards came into being, and now there was money to be made.  Valentine’s Day today is celebrated in most parts of the world, except in certain Muslim and Hindu countries which outlaw it. 

But now in these latter days, the American spirit has commandeered Valentine’s Day, and it is not any longer such a simple and chaste thing.  It has turned into a 17 billion dollar a year business, although I am told, this year with economic difficulties it’s only a 14 billion dollar business this year.  It wasn’t always hyped like this.  My fondest memory of Valentine’s Day comes from the year I was in second grade.  I insisted on doing my Valentine’s cards for the whole class all by myself.  But of course I messed up my mother’s directions.  On every Valentine card, on the back of the card, I wrote the name of one of my classmates.  I then put each card into an envelope, and on the front of every envelope I wrote, “From Randy.”  It proved to be a very confusing thing for all the people involved--but that’s the Valentine’s Day I remember the most.  In those days, it was an essentially harmless and meaningless activity for kids in the middle of winter.  But now I wonder if Americans are capable of anything that is essentially harmless and meaningless anymore.  Oh, I know Americans can do meaningless, but I wonder if we can actually do harmless anymore.  As a child, I didn’t see sex, money and power in the whole thing.  But now, there’s 17 billion dollars at stake.  And wherever there is that much money involved, people will have to involve sex to push the thing along.  And wherever there is money and sex, there will be power.  And along with power there will be sense of obligation and manipulation and expectations and entitlement and then along comes political correctness.  As a child I never quite knew what “Be My Valentine” meant.  But from watching jewelry store ads on television these days, I’m starting to get the drift of what it means today.  

So what is Valentine’s Day and what are we to do with it?  I think Valentine’s Day is like so many things in life that we deal with.  It’s like an empty glass.  A glass into which we can pour whatever we like.  The glass can hold water, it can hold milk, fruit juice, soda pop, a Bloody Mary, and for the real hard-core it can hold straight Vodka.  For all that matter the glass can hold battery acid.  You can pour anything you want into the glass.  And St. Valentine’s Day can be a more or less harmless exercise for children, if that’s what you want it to be.  It can be a chance to express proper affection or kindness to another for whom it is right for you to express affection or kindness.  It can be a time to make honorable intentions known in an affectionate and an honorable way.  It can be a time to remember and to restate the joy of sexual attraction lived out in joyful marriage.  It can be a chance to bully someone into one more gift.  It can also be a chance to put a price on sexual attraction and performance.  It can be a time to proposition someone inappropriately—after all it’s Valentine’s Day.  It can be a chance to use your money and your power to extort sexual favors from somebody who is vulnerable.  It can be a chance to make someone feel really bad because they don’t love you the way you think they should love you.  It can also be an occasion for a party to celebrate sexual license, which brings us back to the Romans--where we started.  

Valentine’s Day is another chance for us as Christians to follow the crowd, if that’s what we want to do, and be just like the world.  Or it is a chance for us to think things through, and to honor God’s gifts and God’s blessings in honorable and affectionate ways.  It is another opportunity for us to exercise our natural human lust for sex, money and power, or to find some way to rejoice in the God who has blessed us--blessed us with the gift to control and to direct our natural appetites to God’s purposes, and to our benefit.  So we can make of it what we will, but we are Christians.  We live in this world, but we are not of this world.  And so, a whole lot of what happens on St. Valentine’s Day out there should make us pretty uncomfortable, but it doesn’t mean it has to spoil our fun and our appreciation of God’s goodness expressed to us.

I’m going to conclude by telling you about two versions of god.  The first is a god that people made up.  His name is Cupid.  Around Valentine’s Day we often see pictures of fat little children with bows and arrows and wings.  They’re all over the place--Cupids.  These are mistaken representations of the god Cupid.  In reality, Cupid was not a very nice god at all.  The pagan god Cupid got a kick out of finding two people who were absolutely no good for each other.  Cupid would find two people who were death for each other.  Then he would shoot them with his arrows to arouse in them uncontrolled sexual lust for each other.  Then he would laugh at them, and all the gods would laugh at them, as their uncontrolled sexual passions destroyed them, and destroyed their families and made a horrible mess.  That’s who the god Cupid is.  This is a good thing to remember when one is tempted to confuse sexual desire with love.

The second god I want to tell you about is the Living God, who made himself known among us in Jesus of Nazareth.  On his way to the cross, to die for our sins, he went up a mountain where he was joined by Moses and Elijah, and they encouraged him to offer his life for humankind.  Moses knew a lot about people’s love for uncontrolled sex, money and power.  When Moses came down from Mt. Sinai with the Ten Commandments, he walked right into the middle of one of the great orgies in the history of the world, involving sex, money and power.  But then God used Moses to tell these people that he would be their God and they would be his people.  In the process they would learn that sex, money and power are gifts to be used as blessings as God says.  They are to be used to serve people, not to dominate people.  Elijah knew a lot about people’s love affair with sex, money and power as well.  He spent his whole life fighting people like King Ahab and Queen Jezebel and the priests of the god Baal--who led people in the worship of sex, money and power.  That’s what Baalism was all about.  He was sent by God to show people that when we are slaves to our passions, we are destroyed and we destroy other people in the process.

On this Valentine’s Day, the holiday dedicated to love, I beg of you to be sure to remember what love is.  As St. John writes:  “Beloved, let us love one another; for love is of God, and he who loves is born of God and knows God.  He who does not love does not know God; for God is love.  In this the love of God was made clear among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him.  In this is love, not that we love God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the payment for our sins.  Beloved, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.  No man has ever seen God; if we love one another, God abides in us and his love is completed in us.”

As a Christian, I watch in amazement what the world does to amuse itself.  I’m aghast at its inability to handle sex, money or power.  But I thank God, that by the power of the Holy Spirit he has come into our lives and given us a very good start on controlling our passions--that we might be servants of one another offering our lives to Christ.  Amen
