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Festival of All Saints and the Commemoration of the Faithful Departed

Readings: 2 Esdras 2:42-47;  Psalm 130;  1 John 3:1-3;  Matthew 5:1-12
Today we are celebrating the feast of All Saints as well as remembering the Faithful Departed. In my sermon I will talk about the communion of all saints – the fellowship which all have with one another, whether they are alive now or have passed on to the next world. As many of you know, Ian, my husband died suddenly last year, so I will also be sharing something of my own personal understanding and experiences in the remembrance of the faithful departed.

What do we mean when we talk about “the saints”? We often see in the introductory greeting to his letters, that Paul addresses the saints in Rome, Corinth, Colossae Philippae and so on. And he refers to them as ‘beloved by God’, ‘called by God to be saints’, ‘sanctified in Christ’, ‘faithful brothers and sisters in Christ’. So it seems that journeying fearlessly into the unknown parts to face danger and persecution, or being put to death for the sake of the gospel are not necessary requirements for sainthood. Saints are those who love the Lord and who have answered the call to do God’s work in whatever place and time they find themselves.

Looked at in this way, we are all saints and all part of the communion of saints together with those exalted and more famous saints like St Luke, St James, St Simon and St Michael. There are bishops and martyrs whom we remember on specific days in our calendar, and countless others for whom there is no space in the calendar, and then there are so many faithful servants of God whose lives would not warrant worldly recognition and an entry into  official sainthood. The thing that all have in common is that their lives reflect a total surrender to God, a dedication to doing his work in the face of any opposition, discrimination, oppression – even life-threatening danger. And so we look to them for inspiration to do the same, and we try to follow their example.

Within this communion of saints, we are all citizens of the kingdom of God and of course we exist in relationship with one another, and this relationship is important. We pray for one another, support and care for those saints in this world, but sometimes we lose sight of how crucial the fellowship and sharing and giving of ourselves, really is. If  we want to know how seriously Jesus takes relationships within the kingdom and how we should be as we wait to see him “as he is”, we have only to look at the beatitudes, read this morning, from Jesus’ sermon on the Mount.

He says ”Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”. Now I don’t think this means that to be holy, we should be miserable saints! One way of looking at this is in Eugene Peterson’s ‘The Message’ which translates it as ‘You are blessed when you’re at the end of your rope. With less of you, there is more of God and his rule’ I like this because it seems to encapsulate the notion of surrender to God, of giving up control, of being vulnerable. Others interpret this verse with emphasis on the word ‘poor’, that is having nothing or being sufficiently detached from what one does have, to be able to give it away easily. Thus we should give freely and without restraint to the poor and needy, not keeping anything aside for ourselves, but being willing to place everything at the Lord’s disposal.

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted”. Some may wonder if this means that if they haven’t had someone close to them die, they won’t be blessed, but I don’t think so. In The Message we find ’You’re blessed when you feel you’ve lost what is most dear to you. Only then can you be embraced by the One most dear to you’. All of us, young and old, can relate to this. It puts me in mind of a young child, primary school age, who thought she was going to come top of her class. Unfortunately she finds that her year-end examination marks are not as good as she had hoped, and so someone else takes the prize. And she must forfeit the prestige and status she was counting on. Does she understand that Jesus has his arms around her?.......We can also look at this verse, comparing it with verses in the book of Isiah (Ch 61) where the prophet promises that God will provide for those who mourn, meaning those who have been subjected to injustice, exploitation and humiliation – who sit in the ashes of despair. And so these forms of oppression will not exist in the kingdom of God, and Jesus’ injunction prompts us to do our part in ousting them.

“Blessed are the meek”… but not meek and mild and unobtrusive, hoping that we never have to stand up for what we really believe. No this harks back to Psalm 37v11 and refers to those who have been deprived of their rights, freedom and property

In v7 when Jesus says ”Blessed are the merciful”…he is not saying that it is enough to harbour loving thoughts of compassion and kindness – he is talking about action, acting with mercy to favour those in need.

So it seems to me that these beatitudes are Jesus’ guidelines for us saints in how we should be behaving and treating one another in this world, as we wait to “see him as he is”. In other words we are to be Christ to others.

Being Christ to others brings us to the New Testament reading from 1 John. When we are baptized we are brought into a beautiful mysterious union with Christ, and we are “called children of God and that is what we are”, says John. For a long time after Ian died, I experienced a strange feeling of detachment and alienation from the world. It wasn’t that I was not aware of God’s love for me – in fact I was acutely aware of being borne up and carried by Love - God’s love also expressed in the prayers and support of His people. However I felt as though I did not belong in this world. I had been changed by Ian’s death – I felt different, and I wasn’t sure who I was anymore. As time wore on this feeling became quite scary. God didn’t seem to be giving me answers except to say He loved me. Then one day I was looking at Galatians 2:19, 20 “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh, I live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave of himself for me”…and I understood this in a way that I never had before – being crucified with Christ and he experiencing the loss of life with me (for I really did feel as though I had lost my life). And so I understood Christ in me and I in him. 

And I understood what Paul was referring to when he spoke to the Colossians (1:26, 27) of :“the mystery that has been hidden throughout the ages and generations but has now been revealed to his saints. To them God chose to make known how great among the gentiles are the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory”. Christ is in us, therefore we can look forward to sharing in God’s glory.

And this is what John says in his letter where he says “Beloved we are God’s children now, what we will be has not yet been revealed” – to me this implies that what we will be in the future will even surpass the privilege of being God’s children. Even if we were able to be the very best that our mortal bodies and minds could be, still that would not be as good as what is waiting for us and what I believe our loved ones now experience. John says “we will be like him, for we will see him as he really is”. Even though we may think we know Christ now, actually we are limited by our selves. But then ‘we will see him as he is’ and ’we will be like him’. I wonder in what ways will we be like Christ? –  I think perhaps we will have the mind of Christ and the heart of Christ.

In ending I’d like to look again at the wonderful image of the glory of God, as revealed in the Apocryphal reading that we had this morning: 

I, Ezra, saw on Mount Zion, a great multitude that I could not number, and they all were praising the lord with songs.

In their midst was a young man of great stature, taller than any of the others, and on the head of each of them he placed a crown, but he was more exalted than they. And I was held spell-bound.

Then I asked an angel, “Who are these, my lord?”

He answered and said to me, ”These are they who have put off mortal clothing and have put on the immortal, and have confessed the name of God. Now they are being crowned, and receive palms.”

Then I said to the angel, ”Who is that young man who is placing crowns on them and putting palms in their hands?”

He answered and said to me, “He is the Son of God, whom they confessed in the world.” So I began to praise those who had stood valiantly for the name of the Lord. 

Amen
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