Seeking with Buffy the Vampire Slayer:

A Search for Self-sacrificial Change 

Romans 12:1-5


“Buffy Anne Summers. Beloved Sister. Devoted Friend. She saved the world. A lot.”


The words on the tombstone testify to the self-sacrifice that comes to characterize both the heroine and the television series known as Buffy the Vampire Slayer.


But let’s start at the beginning. According to the mythology of this long-running series, an ancient prophecy foretells: “In every generation there is a chosen one. She alone will stand against the vampires, the demons, and the forces of darkness. She is the slayer.”


And here enters Buffy Summers, a sixteen-year-old high school student who’s just moved to the small California town of Sunnydale. Despite the town’s cheerful-sounding name, its high school is located on a portal to nether regions where demonic forces enter to endanger everyday life—wreaking havoc and even threatening apocalypse. 


Buffy learns she’s her generation’s chosen one—a “slayer” with the powers to fight evil creatures. At her new school she bonds with two other students who also are outsiders—the bookish Willow and the awkward but loyal Xander. This “Scooby gang”—named after the Scooby Doo cartoon series—fight various vampires and demons each week, as well as grappling with their own teenage personal and interpersonal problems.


They’re tutored by the school’s librarian, Giles, who possesses a vast collection of books that identify the various monsters who surface in Sunnydale. Giles serves as Buffy’s “watcher,” providing guidance and mentorship to help her deal with her role as a slayer.


At the end of the series’ first season we learn that Giles knows something he’s trying to conceal from Buffy. He’s read about her imminent death in the book of prophecy. When Buffy overhears Giles’ talking with someone else about the prophecy, she’s horrified and quits her job as the slayer. Furious that Giles didn’t tell her about the prophecy sooner, Buffy simply says, “Giles, I’m sixteen years old. I don’t want to die.”


But within twenty-four hours, Buffy moves from resigning as the slayer to embracing the self-sacrifice that lies in her future. It’s a shift that’s triggered by her deep compassion for other people.


Buffy changes her mind after two fellow students discover the aftermath of a deadly vampire attack at the school. Her friend Willow is traumatized by the death of the students she knew. When she asks Buffy what they’re going to do, Buffy replies, “What we have to do.”


Despite the danger that lies ahead, Buffy ventures out to fight the vampires. As a result, she dies—fulfilling the prophecy and sacrificing herself to save others.


But Buffy’s friends find a way to revive her. And she comes back slightly different and stronger than before.


Jana Riess—author of the book What Would Buffy Do? The Vampire Slayer as Spiritual Guide—contends that Buffy’s “willingness to relinquish her power through death has made her more powerful; after sacrificing her life; she emerges with a more forceful sense of authority and self.”


Riess notes that throughout the series’ seven seasons “Buffy wrestles with the weight of the world on her bony, spaghetti-strapped shoulders.”
 For this heroine, the challenges just keep coming—something that doesn’t escape the notice of those around her.


In the fourth season, a friend tells Buffy: “When I saw you stop the world from, you know, ending, I just assumed that was a big week for you. Turns out I suddenly find myself needing to know the plural of apocalypse.”


Buffy’s self-sacrifices aren’t onetime events. Instead they represent an ongoing decision to place others first, which emerges as a major theme of the series.


As Riess points out, Buffy and other characters in the show “choose to be heroes when they could instead opt for selfish, and possibly more fulfilling, lives. There is holiness in these kinds of sacrifices, great and small. In fact, the word sacrifice, literally translated, means to “make sacred”—it is the discovery and perpetuation of holiness through selfless acts and compassionate moments. Buffy and her friends force us to ask ourselves: What does it mean to save the world—a lot?”


Perhaps we can find part of our response to that question in today’s scripture reading. It contains a portion of a letter Paul wrote to the Christians in Rome.


Paul encourages these believers to be a “living sacrifice.” He explains that such a sacrifice involves the transformation that comes as we renew our minds so we can discern God’s will.


One commentator explains that with his “renewing minds” phrase, “Paul is coming to closure on a minor theme that he has been voicing from the first chapter of the letter until now. This theme is that following the gospel authentically involves thinking in authentic ways about God and one’s own place in God’s world. . . .


“It’s easy for us to read the first two verses of this chapter and start taking personality inventories for personal growth plans. But after the initial challenge to present our bodies as living sacrifices by deliberately turning from the world’s pull to the renewed thought patterns God has for us, Paul completes his description of how to think by bringing into view what it means to live with others.”


And that focus on how to live sacrificially with others is central to Buffy and her friends’ seeking.


While Buffy’s self-sacrifice is most obvious when she’s risking her life to rid the world of evil creatures, she also makes a hundred smaller sacrifices for the good of others. She sacrifices her desire for a normal life—complete with ordinary dates, good grades, trips to the mall, and acceptance at home and school.


But, as Riess points out, being the slayer “is not an easy gig, and throughout the series Buffy struggles with wanting a different, simpler kind of life. Despite her wishes, 

Buffy knows what she has to do: her job is to fight evil, even when it requires tremendous personal sacrifice.”


Buffy comes to understand that often the most painful part of such a life is simply living in the world. Living self-sacrificially involves recognizing and responding to the pain of others. Buffy and her friends feel compelled to live for others—not just to die for them.


Their self-sacrifice grows out of a desire to seek justice for others, as well as for themselves. And their lives reflect an everyday-type heroism that’s born out of compassion. It’s the kind of self-sacrificial heroism that the series’ creator, Joss Whedon, believes is within our reach. He once told an audience: “We don’t need heroes so much as recognizing ourselves as heroes.”


That ability to recognize themselves in new ways allows Buffy and her friends to change over the course of the series. Riess argues that such change provides the characters with an opportunity for growth and greater spiritual maturity. “Buffy continually stresses the idea that change, however painful and difficult, is necessary and good.”


The power of change is evident in the life of Buffy’s friend Xander. Although an original member of the Scooby gang, Xander lacks any of the supernatural powers that the others have. He points out that the Scoobies who have special powers “never know how tough it is . . . to be the one who isn’t chosen. To live so near to the spotlight and never step in it. But I know. I see more than anybody realizes because nobody’s watching me.”


The power that evolves in Xander is that of love—a love so deep that he’s willing to sacrifice himself to save his friends, his town, and the world.


At the end of the series’ sixth season, Willow—with whom Xander has been friends since kindergarten—allows her anger over another friend’s death to consume her. She turns to the dark side and sets out to incinerate the planet.


Xander—who’s felt inadequate because of the things he can’t do—steps in. He places himself in the path of the lightening bolts that flow from Willow’s fingers.


He admits to Willow that he’s powerless to stop her from ending the world, but he adds that she’s his best friend.


She fires back: “Is this the master plan? You’re gonna stop me by telling me that you love me?”


Xander reminds her of their first day in kindergarten—when she broke a yellow crayon and cried because she was too ashamed to tell anyone. He loved her then, and he has loved her ever since.


He concludes: “So if I’m going out, it’s here. You want kill the world? Well, then start with me. I’ve earned that.”


When Willow wounds him, Xander insists that he still loves her and tries to step toward her. Each time he declares his love for her, her power to harm him diminishes

until finally she’s unable to wound him anymore. After Willow crumples to the ground, Xander takes her in his arms.


In reflecting on this scene, Riess writes: “Xander, the show’s gentle carpenter, has saved the world with his demonstration of unconditional love, echoing the sacrifice of another gentle carpenter of another time. . . .


“Xander has been an instrument of peace, offering hope and forgiveness when he has been injured. His compassion and love for Willow, it turns out, are the strongest remedy of all for fighting evil.”


As Xander cradles Willow following his act of great self-sacrifice, the words of St. Francis’ famous prayer are sung. May those words, which served as a benediction for that episode, bless us with the courage to seek for the self-sacrificial change we may need to discover in our own lives:

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace;
Where there is hatred, let me sow love;
Where there is injury, pardon;
Where there is doubt, faith;
Where there is despair, hope;
Where there is darkness, light;
And where there is sadness, joy.
O divine Master, grant that I may
Not so much seek to be consoled as to console;
To be understood as to understand;
To be loved as to love;
For it is in giving that we receive,
It is in pardoning that we are pardoned.
And it’s in dying that we are born to eternal life. Amen.
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