Sermon for All Saints Sunday

November 2, 2008 

Texts:  Revelation 7: 9-17; Psalm34:1-10, 22; 1 John 3:1-3; Matthew 5:1-12

Depending on the religious tradition

That you grew up in,

You may have fond memories

Of celebrating both All Saints and All Souls Days,

Or, you may recall an All Saints Sunday service

In which the names of the recently deceased were read out,

Or an All Saints tradition

May simply not be part of your religious heritage.
My husband describes how in the Roman Catholic tradition,

In which he was raised,

All Saints Day, on November 1, is reserved for celebrating

Those who have been officially canonized as saints by the Church,

While All Souls Day, on November 2,

Is for the remembrance of all the faithful. 

In recent years, in many Protestant churches

The first Sunday in November

Has been designated as All Saints Sunday,

A day in which we remember and rejoice in the lives 

Of all those, now deceased,

Who have been important in our lives of faith.

Although I now appreciate the opportunity to remember my loved ones,

I must confess that the All Saints Sunday tradition

Is one to which I have come to late in life.

The German Lutheran Church that I grew up in

Did not celebrate All Saints Sunday,

In fact we rarely mentioned the word saint!

It was not part of our austere reformation vocabulary.  

Instead of a joyous All Saints Sunday,

We celebrated a Toten Suntag, a Sunday of the Dead,

A much more somber time,

On the last Sunday of the Church year.

On that day the names of all who had died in the past year

Were slowly chanted, 

While the church bells tolled.  

There seemed to be little rejoicing in the lives of those who had passed.
Only a grim reminder, punctuated by the sounding of the bell,

That these people were no longer with us.  

I remember my mother breaking down,

When my grandmother’s name was read aloud
On that long ago November Sunday, in the year after her death.
All Saints Sunday,

By contrast is not a grim reminder of the death of a loved one,

But a joyous remembrance of his or her life,

And a celebration that that he or she is now in the presence of God.

This Sunday is also a time to remember

That every Sunday there is a reunion of all the saints

Around the communion table here and in churches throughout the world.

At the communion table, 

We are brought into the presence of the Christ,

With whom our loved ones have been united.

When we eat the bread and drink the wine,

Christ is present with us,

And by extension our loved ones are here also.

In many of the old Swedish Lutheran churches in the Midwest,

The communion rail is a semi-circle,

Reminding the communicants in the visible half circle,

That the circle is completed by those

Whom they can no longer see.  

There was an old Celtic tradition,

That at the beginning of November,

The transition time from fall to winter,

The veil between heaven and earth was made permeable,

Resulting in communion between the living and the dead.  

This communion of the saints takes place for us,

Not in a particular season,

But in the place where we gather,

To celebrate the communion of the Lord’s Supper. 
The veil between our departed loved ones and ourselves

Is lifted when we are united, in Christ,

Around the Table of our Lord. 
This union of our loved ones with Christ

Is reinforced in the reading from Revelation this morning,

Which paints a picture for us of the fate
Of all those who have passed from us.

The ones, described as having survived the Great Ordeal of life,

Now surround the throne of God,

With the Lamb, or Christ at the center.

They are dressed in their white robes,

And life’s tribulations no longer touch them.
The original hearers of John of Patmos’ Revelation

Would have picked up on many of the images 

In this text, much more easily than we can.  

These people living under the oppression of the Roman empire,

In a culture hostile to Christians,

Knew only too well

What the Great Ordeal was.

Most of them personally knew people 

Who had suffered torture and even martyrdom.
They needed reassurance

That being a Christian

Really meant the promise of a better place

And finally some protection from the forces of evil.

These people had heard all about the promises Jesus had made,

Promises that we heard in Matthew’s Gospel this morning.

Promises about the blessings that are given 

To the poor in spirit, the broken hearted, and the insignificant ones,
The very ones who are likely to be

The victims of oppressive regimes.

They heard about the blessings promised

To the saints who are merciful or pure,

Or who act as peacemakers,

And to the ones who are being insulted and persecuted.

But in the middle of the Coliseum,

With the lions charging,

These blessings might have seemed a little distant. 

They probably wondered,

What about us down here?
Does God really see us going through the Great Ordeal

And will God really deliver us from persecution?
We too have lots of questions about our own fates

And the fates of our favorite saints,
Where they are, and whether they have received the blessings,

That have been promised.

In our time and place,

Surviving the Great Ordeal,

May have more to do 

With maintaining a sense of balance

In an unbalanced world,
Or advocating for the poor,

In a time when greed seems unchecked,

Than have to face lions in coliseum,

Like the early Christians.     

Our heroes and heroines in the faith

Are often those who manage to be merciful

In situations where ruthlessness is the expected response,
Or who have been peacemakers

In a place where anger and flaring tempers
Were the order of the day. 

Our saints are often the little ones

Who have not received fame or public attention.

They are the unsung heroes and heroines

Who have delivered the meals on wheels,

Taken elderly patients for dialysis,

Cleaned the kitchen of someone just home from the hospital,

Visited their friend with Alzheimer’s

Or taken the bass part in the choir when no one else was available.

Each one of you can visualize your favorite saint.

Maybe it is your grandmother, your father, or your favorite aunt.

You know what he or she has done to strengthen your faith.

You’ve stood beside him in church,

Hearing his strong voice utter the liturgical responses.

She read the Bible to you

When you were sick in bed and needed company.

He listened to you when no one else would,

And more importantly he believed in you.

The memory of these folks lives on in you.
They have changed your life for the better
And brought you closer to God.

But as we think on them

We, too, want to know what has happened to them.

We need the pictures of them “on the other side.”

In this way we are very much like the people
In John of Patmos’ time. 

They, too wanted the comfort of hearing that their saints

Had made to it to the other place,

And that it was good, very good.    
Hearing John’s vision 

That those who had passed through the Great Ordeal

Were now in the presence of God,
And no longer in harm’s way

Was tremendously comforting to them.

John’s description features a great multitude

From all nations and places,
Dressed in their robes

Gathered before the throne of God,

Worshipping him day and night.

With lamb at the center morphed into a shepherd,

Leading them to springs of the water of life.

To put it in more contemporary terms,

These early Christians were relieved to hear 

That God was throwing a party in heaven,
And that the place was packed.

Instead of only a select few, 

As some nay-sayers had predicted,

There was a great crowd of people from all parts of the world.

All were dressed in their baptismal best,
With a chance, at last, to see God face to face.
As if that were not enough

There were loaded banquet tables,
And a free-flowing fountain with good things to drink.  

The comfort we are looking for 

Is to know that the saints of our lives

Are present at God’s party.  

We want to picture our loved ones

In the presence of God,

Having fun at the never-ending banquet.  

Just as our saints guided us in this life,

We want to be able to picture

Them waiting for us to receive our own invitation to God’s party.
As we go through our own Great Ordeals,

The struggles of our lives in this time and place,

We long for the assurance,

That there is someone waiting for us,
And that the place we will be going to 

Is the worth the ordeal of the present.

We need the words of the psalmist who says,

That the Lord redeems of the life of God’s servants,

That those who follow God will lack nothing.  

We need John’s vision 

Of what the other side,

The so-called heaven will be like.

We long to see, one more time,

Those saints who have been important to us.

While the divide between heaven and earth
Keeps us from being physically present

With our deceased loved ones today,

We can rejoice in our union with them in the Communion of Saints.

When we gather this morning 

To experience the presence of Christ,

In the bread and wine,

Our communion circle will include

Those whom we cannot see,

But whose presence has been felt in our lives.  

At this Holy Table,

We will know Christ,

We will feel the presence of  the saints of our lives

And we will hear in our hearts, the words

That Christ spoke to us this morning from Matthew’s Gospel,

“Rejoice and be glad

For your reward is great in heaven.”

While we wait for that reward,

We rejoice with and give thanks for all the saints

Who have brought us to this point in our lives of faith.
Amen
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