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All Saints and All Souls 2004 
Sermon delivered by the Revd Canon Ted Karpf. 
A child once walking through a near empty church gazed up at the stained glass windows and asked, “Who are those people up there?” Her mother responded, “Well, they’re saints.” After a few moments of considering the answer the child replied, “Well of course they are saints because you can see light through them!” Today, we’re looking up and looking at the saints and giving thanks for the souls of our beloved departed.

Before I go further, I must greet you Saints of God: May the peace of Christ be with you! I must also say “thank you” to Loraine and Tim for the gift of preaching today. It is a delight to be with you as one bound in the faith of Christ with you in South Africa. I’m Ted Karpf, a Canon of Washington and formerly canon and deputy to Archbishop Njongonkulu for HIV work in the CPSA. 

Currently I am staying in Geneva and exercising ministry at the World Health Organization, a part of the United Nations. We are engaged in the most dramatic and largest health effort in human history, that of bringing 3 million into treatment for HIV by the end of 2005—we call it “3 by 5”. After the service I will be happy to answer any questions about what it means to you and to all people. 

But for today we are about remembering and giving thanks for those who have gone before us –the departed—and those who demonstrated simple but exemplary faith celebrating the combined Feasts of All Saints and All Souls.

So what is a saint? Simply stated, it is another name for Christian, but perhaps more specific. A saint is a person, who has accepted Christ’s call to be set apart for a special purpose. Its root in Greek is hagios—meaning both saint and holy. How many of us think of ourselves as particularly holy?

Holy is actually what we signed on for in Baptism, accepted when we were Confirmed and declare weekly when we receive the bread and wine—the Body and Blood of Christ. In each case we are acknowledging that something of God is now within us!

 Holy has to do with God and the presence of God. We are claiming that within each of us and among all of us that God is present.  It’s that simple and that hard. If God is present within us, and among us, then there needs to be something different about us and the way we live. There in is the rub, that nagging place which tells us that we often do not feel or perhaps live like saints.

So how do these saints live? When we explore the lives of the saints, we may be struck be the certain large leisure, which went hand in hand with remarkable effectiveness. They were not particularly in a hurry to do much of anything out of the ordinary. They did comparatively few things, and these were not necessarily striking or important; and they troubled very little about their influence. Yet they always seemed to hit the mark; their simplest actions had distinction, an exquisiteness that suggests an artist.

It seems that their sainthood lay in their habit of referring their smallest actions to God, They lived in God. They acted from a pure motive of love towards God. They were free from self-regard as from slavery to the good opinion of others. God saw and God rewarded: what else did they need?  They possessed God and possessed themselves in God. Hence there is inalienable dignity of these meek, quiet figures that seem to produce such marvelous effects with such humble materials. Was it easier for them than it is for us? NO! But it appears they made choices.

Being Christians, being saints, is not a matter of being special because of who we are. It is a matter of being special because of the one to whom we belong. Another way to see it is, a saint makes it easy to believe in Jesus—look at the results?

Years ago, a drunken man in Chicago Illinois in America, headed to the nearby Lake Michigan to drown himself, having become totally depressed about his life and prospects. He stumbled past Pacific Garden Mission where someone got him in the doors. He collapsed and feel asleep before altar, as the preacher was speaking. The superintendent of the place cared for him, gave him a bed and food, and led him to the Lord the next day.

Harry Monroe was transformed that day by the grace of God and the goodwill of that community. Later he would preach the same gospel from the very place where he once slept in a drunken stupor. He would eventually become superintendent of the Mission and when he died it took a full day for the thousands whom he touched to pay their last respects. 

A newspaper editorial described him as the as one of the “most useful men in Chicago”. What made the difference—the world would not have missed a drunken derelict taking his own life, but instead God took his life and in return he gave it to God, making him a saint—one set apart, one who is holy.

When Saint Paul wrote his letter to the Church at Rome, the address on the envelope was “To all in Rome who are beloved of God and called to be saints” (1:7). He was saying they were God’s friends. He knew that they weren’t necessarily more special than others. Paul, himself, conceded that he among all the others was “the least among the saints” (Eph 3:8) So, although the Bible calls every Christian a saint, it does so in the full knowledge that we all are rather fragmented and broken in some way. 

The Cathedral at Winchester in England gives witness to the idea of the imperfect made perfect by God. One of the large glass windows depicting the assembly of the saints was smashed by the marauding troops of Oliver Cromwell in the English Civil War, 400 years ago.  

Because of their love and passion, the people of that Cathedral Church gathered up all the fragments and leaded the shattered glass back into the window frame just as they had found them, but not necessarily as they once were. Here’s a piece of yellow that goes into a spot of blue. A bit of red where there was green, and so on.  Today, centuries later, the sun shines through the same beautiful colours of that window of “mixed up” saints of God. 

This tale is really about us, isn’t it? We are all saints with broken bits and fragments of our lives rather incomplete. We have come here to be repaired, re-leaded and made whole. Moreover, we will, in all likelihood not be mended in the exactly the same way we fell apart. God is taking the broken pieces of our lives and putting them back into a new order so that God’s light can shine through us. That’s what makes us saints, remember, “you can see the light shine through them”.

So let’s bring it on home…who are the saints in your life? Who are the memorable souls who have touched your life? Why do we remember them, particularly those who may not, on the face of it, appear to be saintly. We remember, these our departed, because we hold them in our love. They are transfigured as we are transformed by them.  That’s how this mystery of faith works.

So for a moment this morning, let’s remember our departed—these souls, these saints of God in our lives—who have given us so much. We are grateful, delighted, stronger or more aware than we once were. They may have been teachers, family, colleagues and mentors. But let’s remember.

Today we, too, will join this mighty cloud of witnesses in a powerful way. Though we do this every Sunday, today we will be more aware of it and them. When we say, “therefore with angels and archangels and all the company of heaven . .   WE ARE REMEMBERING and including them. Today we will pause, listen and remember and be more aware. In this way, we are joining the saints, remembering the saints, and becoming saints.

You are a saint. Those who we remember are saints. Because we have been given a new way to see our lives and live our lives, we have been called to a new way. It finally becomes a matter of our willingness to let God work in us, while we let our work become a part of God’s work and God’s will. 

So, to all the saints of God living and departed we give thanks. And to the souls of all the faithful departed through the mercy of God may they rest in peace and rise in Glory. 

Amen and Amen.

