Sermon for All Saints’ Day, 2020 Bill Hale

Greetings to all the saints of St. James and throughout the whole Church!
Today we celebrate the Feast of All Saints, following an ancient tradition which
honors those whose faith paved the way for there to be the Church which we call
home today. But first, a word about terminology.

In his letters to the early Christians, Paul addresses them all as saints.
Considering what he has to say to folks in Corinth, for example, it’s clear that he
understood that they were anything but spiritually perfect. Yet he uses the term
saints or “holy ones” nonetheless. Also, the term saints is always plural; there is
no New Testament reference to any individual as being a “saint.” Instead, it is the
assembly of persons of faith who are called “saints.”

There certainly have been super-faithful persons throughout Christian
history, often those who gave their lives for the sake of the Gospel. These
persons—the ones we usually designate as saints— certainly deserve our respect.
The Beatitudes we heard Jesus proclaim in today’s Gospel characterize them as
well as anything does—they hunger and thirst for righteousness, are meek and
humble, merciful to others, bringing peace amid conflict, mourning human losses
but open to consolation from the Giver of Life. We can point to Francis of Assisi
or perhaps a more contemporary such as Martin Luther King or Mother Theresa
and call him or her a saint, but on this feast day, Anglicans include a much larger
group for remembrance.

Every one of us who hears this sermon is part of the household of faith, the
Church, the Body of Christ. We are witnesses in our time to God’s work of
salvation and making the world whole again.

One becomes a saint by submission—yielding our own lives and our
potential to God through our participation in Christ’s message, suffering, death,
and resurrection. It’s important to stress the role of grace in all this: We do not
EARN our place in the Church; we are given the grace to accept God into our
hearts and to cherish God’s truth.

Saints are sinners reborn, and even saints who fail and fall into sin are still
members of the Church and able to repent and return to their calling

Having said that, let me share how I know the meaning of “the communion
of saints.” I know from an experience I have had over and over for more than 3
decades now. I would like to share my “vision” or mystical experience, for it
involves you, as well as hundreds of others over the years.



When I have the good fortune to be the celebrant at a Eucharistic gathering, 1
am always overwhelmed by the opportunity to preside at something which is
literally “extra-ordinary.” Standing at the altar, after I call out for the people to lift
up our hearts together, we all sing or recite the Sanctus—the words which Isaiah
first heard when the spirit of God came upon him in the temple, and which the
book of Revelation records as the song of saints and angels who forever worship at
the throne of the Lamb in the heart of heaven itself.

As I hear, “Holy, holy, holy,” 1 always have the sense of being transported
from the altar at St. James—or St. Luke’s, or whatever parish or gathering I have
presided at in the past—to the very throne of God itself. I mean it! I look out at
your faces and see gathered with you those who sat in those pews in the past, as
well as the shadow of those who will be seated in the future. More than that (and I
mean, this is one splendid cinematic moment that catches me up!), I truly glimpse
“a great multitude, which no one could count.” The faces of all sorts of peoples,
races, all genders and ethnicities, more than could be held in the greatest stadium
imaginable—there we are among them as we join in the Sanctus.

I am not delusional. The space and surroundings and the entire moment—
for while it only lasts a moment, it is to me a moment out of time and in eternity!—
all bring home the immediate, transcendent Presence of God. In that instant, I see
and understand that you and I are part of a universe of saints present at that
moment as the kingdom of heaven. If ever I comprehend the communion of saints
and the experience of heaven, that is the moment.

This may sound odd, but I share this with you today to try to put into words
what we are about here and now.

Returning to the Book of Revelations, I find it a very strange book indeed,
and I don’t pretend either to understand it or to like to read it very much. But the
selection we heard today gives us a kind of window into another world. John was
writing down his vision amid persecution, distress, frightening times. His
images—whether created as he tried to express what he saw or embodied in the
vision itself—are confusing and terrifying. And then suddenly, he sees God at the
center of all things. He sees the Lamb of God, horribly lacerated and back from
death which had no power to hold him. The Lamb sits at the center, before the
throne of God.

Y ou may recognize this passage from Revelations, for it is commonly found
among Scriptures used in funeral services. It’s not hard to see why. Even though
“the great ordeal” which the elder refers to when he explains the scene to St. John
doubtless refers to the widespread, murderous persecutions such as were common



under the emperor Nero, when | have read this at funerals, families will hear that
expression and remember the sufferings their loved ones had to endure in their
final illness. Even in the full force of their personal loss, Christians now still take
comfort when they hear how the Christ, the Lamb of God, “shelters” those who are
now safe by his side. There, we are told,

They will hunger no more, and thirst no more;
the sun will not strike them,
nor any scorching heat,

for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd,
and he will guide them to springs of living water.

Since the power of Scripture includes both its deep truth and its ability to be
repeated and understood in ever-new contexts and with multiple layers of meaning,
we can easily understand the measure of comfort they take from John’s vision.

But in the context of our celebration of All Saints today, as we return to this
portion of Revelations, we can also see that this passage applies essentially to the
living—to those who sought life in Christ and found it through their faith, through
the promises of their baptism, and through the assurance of eternal life which is at
the heart of Christian teaching.

God is the author of all life, and Jesus repeatedly promised that he himself
“came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.” (John 10:10) Indeed,
although death is common to our human experience, to the living God and the
resurrected and glorified Christ, even those who have fallen asleep are alive to
God, for as Jesus taught while refuting the Sadducees, “He is God not of the dead,
but of the living; for to him all of them are alive.” (Luke 20:38)

In fact, when we celebrate the Feast of All Saints, we should temper our
annual remembrance of our deceased parishioners and family members by sharing
the affirmation of their eternal life in God through Christ. It is right to call out the
names of those faithful who have died, often in the last year; but it is even more
important to celebrate their continued life with God. Above all, this day reminds
us that the eternal life promised by Jesus is not a doctrine, but our hope. We are the
people who know that because of God’s great love for the world and the work of
Jesus Christ, death has no power over us, for we continue to have our place in the
community who live, and move, and have our being in the Lord. As John’s
revealed vision showed, as God’s love is limitless, so does this power of
community extend beyond our human divisions,



“from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages...”

Their unity stems from their common faith; their life from the grace of God.
For while we being reminded today that we are saints indeed, for myself, I cannot
claim that because of my own “saintliness,” as English usage generally implies.
One does not earn sainthood. We are not counted as such by God because we are
“good,”—and if total avoidance of sin were possible for us, we would not need
Christ’s salvation.

Jesus calls us out of our ordinary life and its bonds to participation in the
new life in Christ offered to us in grace. All Saints’ Day is another day to renew
our covenant of baptism. We were, after all, baptized into his death, even as we are
raised to a new life through his resurrected life. As Christ became human, died, and
was raised to life and glory for us, so we daily accept the call to die to our old
selves and to live in Christ. That is why you and I are here, now. The great gift we
have been given defies my ability to express properly, but we can hear the call
within us and know how deep is the unrelenting nature of God’s love.

As we hear the Revelation of John unfold, we can find our own place in the
scheme which God intended for our lives. God’s love and grace have been
extended to us through the life and sacrifice of Christ. As we accept that grace-
given love, we become part of the Body of Christ, and take our place among that
vast, diverse, multicultural and multi-generational body who encircle the throne.
There God shelters us—though in this life, there is no such promise of shelter or
exemption from the trials all humans face. In fact, as Jesus repeatedly called to all
his disciples, including us, we are to take up our crosses daily. The way of the
world, driven by hatred and fear, abusing power and heedless of the cries of those
who suffer—that is NOT our path. Because following Jesus in the way of love (to
echo a favorite phrase of our Presiding Bishop) will almost certainly put us at odds
with the powers of this world. But as saints of God and witnesses to Christ, we
have a call to follow the Lamb and to choose the way of life, regardless of the cost.
That is why, when we celebrate all the saints of God and align ourselves in their
ranks, it is the best of choices but may lead to the toughest of consequences.

It is a good and proper thing to recall those saints of ages past, including
those whom we remember personally, whose guidance or teaching modeled the
Christian life for us and who brought us to our current state of faith. It is good to
hear these words of comfort when we grieve their loss. But always remember that
our God is the God of the living, and through faith in Christ, we have been reborn
into that same eternal life with them, and also share in the community of all the
faithful saints.



In our lives and in our times, let us cherish that identity and seek the strength
to live as models of love and agents to pursue God’s justice in the world. After all,
this is what saints have always been called to do. Amen



