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“ Hope For All The Saints”
 “From ghoulies, and ghosties, and long-leggedie beasties, and things that go bump in the night – Good Lord, deliver us.”  Once again, that ancient Scottish prayer has been answered. The ghouls, the ghosts and the goblins have all gone back into the dark recesses of our unconscious.  The opened mouth of Hell’s domain has closed for another year.  The fearful specter of All Hallows Eve has faded with the rising sun to reveal each little ghost and goblin as he or she is meant to be – beautiful, radiant and filled with the light of God.

Today is All Saints Sunday – the polar opposite of Halloween.  Most of us have forgotten, amidst  the costumes and the parties and the trick or treating, just how  the drama of Halloween and All Saints Day are meant to compliment one another and show us two opposite destinies for humankind.  One way expands the future and strengthens the soul so that a mortal creature of dust and earth is able to share the life of God.  The other closes off the future and shrinks the human person to something far below the level of the beasts.  Christian faith says, for each and every human being, both of these eternal destinies are always possible.  One is motivated by Despair and the other by Hope. 

Today we begin a new sermon series on Hope - one of the most essential virtues of the human heart.  Hope, it is probably fair to say, is the engine that drives all our lives.  Without it – without the ability to anticipate the future or to look forward to attaining some distant goal – without the capacity to plan, and choose, and chart our course in life, I don’t know that we can truly be said to live.  In a biological sense, of course, we can be kept alive.  Our body can go on.  But this is hardly life in the way most of us would wish to live it.  True humanity is something more.  It requires a mind and spirit.  It assumes some inner will and personal control.  To be human requires a personal identity that I can call “me” and no one else.  

The funny thing about this identity is that none of us really has it in completion – we have it in anticipation.  We have it in Hope.  When I grow up I will be a fireman, or a nurse, or doctor, a lawyer.  When I get married my life will be different than my parents.  I’m not going to be tied down to the house the way my mother was.  When I retire, then I will see the world and write my novel.  

But, who is the “I” in this speculation, anyway?  Is the six year old “I” the same as the sixty year old?  Well, sort of, but not really.  I know that the proponents of  Myers-Briggs personality testing will tell you that we pop out of the womb already displaying the traits that will carry us through life.  And, that may be true.  But, just because we inherit dominant traits doesn’t mean that we are not going to develop those traits in our own particular way.

Development is what human beings are all about.  We grow.  We change.  Some aspects of our personalities strengthen within us and others just never seem to take hold.  We live in the “Not Yet..”  We are still “On the Way.” And, that is the essential status of human beings before God – we are creatures “On the Way.”  Even if we don’t think about this every much, we know that we are not what we were – and we are not yet what we shall be.  In the language of one of our hymns, “We are Pilgrims on a journey”  “We are travelers on the road.”  Hope lures us on from where we are – toward where we are yet to be.  Hope speaks to the  incompleteness of our human life.  

But, where are we yet to be?  That’s the real question.  Where are we going?  What are we hoping for?  Because not all hope is virtuous hope.  We can hope to win the lottery and never have to work again.  The state of North Carolina believes it can build its educational system on this hope.  Maybe a two dollar ticket every once in a while is not that bad, but after a while, feeding this kind of hope diminishes people.  They get hooked on false expectations rather than be motivated to achieve real ones.  When people get hooked on this kind of hope, we call them addicts.  They are hoping to escape the rigors of the journey rather than being given strength to complete it.. 

False hope, destructive hope is all around.  I hope to be thin – but I’m not working at it.  I hope that if I don’t open the mail, all my bills will go away.  I hope that I will live forever and never experience pain or suffering.  These are  false hopes.  These are baseless desires manufactured in the world of our own delusion.  This is the kind of hope we should never allow to take hold of us because it will lead us down, down, down rather than towards the fullness of life for which we are made.    So, hope in itself is not a virtue.  I want you to get this.  Hope in itself is not a virtue.  Only hope that is directed to the proper and full completion of human life is virtuous hope.

So, that’s where the saints come in.   St. Augustine said, “Thou hast made us for thyself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless ‘til they rest in thee.”  True hope points us toward God.  Saints know where they are going – Always Home – always “further in and higher up,” as C. S. Lewis says through one of his characters in Narnia.  Saints – no matter now partial and incomplete their identity as may be as Holy Ones of God – Saints are always people who are on the Pilgrim’s Way.  They follow the path that has been blazed by Jesus Christ –“the pioneer and perfector of our faith,” as the Letter to the Hebrew’s says.

Don’t think of this as a “follow the dots” or “paint by numbers” task.  The path to God will be different to each of us.  “What would Jesus Do?” is still going to be a unique struggle of personal choice for each and every one of us.  And yet, at the end of the day, when the saints tell their story there will be a strange similarity.  An overarching pattern will appear.  The saints – from every tribe, and language, and people, and nation – will stand before the throne of God, and they will all bear a family resemblance to the one who  first took our human nature into the heart of God.  Jesus, our companion and our brother; the one who has been with us all the time, will also be the one to receive us home.

There is a wonderful prayer that I and the entire Anglican Communion as far as I can tell, have always attributed to the English King, Alfred the Great.  But, since I’ve been on the inter-net, I now know that it’s really from the 6th century Roman philosopher and Christian martyr, Boethius.  So, you can either think of this as a peculiar treasure of Anglican Christianity or you can realize that right from the beginning the whole church understood this truth.  The prayer goes like this.  “O Lord, to see Thee is the end and the beginning.  Thou carriest me, and Thou goest before.  Thou art the journey, and the journey’s end.” 

Saints are people who walk with God.  They are carried on their way by the Hope that is within them.  Their journey is towards the fullness of life.   And, every step along the way is blessed – and every miss-step, and mistake, and failure, and false turning is also blessed so long as it is part of that great journey that takes us home.  “O Lord, to see Thee is the end and the beginning.  Thou carriest me, and Thou goest before.  Thou art the journey, and the journey’s end.” 

