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 Living as we do on the west bank of the St. Croix River; we are generally aware 

of our bridges. We know to check the traffic reports before leaving home for 

Minnesota destinations to know if we should take the I-94 bridge or the Stillwater 

bridge. If we are headed to Rochester, we cross the bridge over the Kinnikinic 

followed by the series bridges at Prescott and Hastings. This summer’s road 

construction to refresh Wisconsin 35 through both downtown and North Hudson, 

made many of us very aware of our bridges over the Willow River. So accustomed are 

we to living life with rivers that we simply accept the bridges over the man-made river 

of I-94 as an ordinary part of getting our errands done.  

 Rivers are a reality that simply is. Knowing where the bridges are is much like 

knowing your home address. We take bridging rivers for granted, until the bridge is 

unavailable. And sooner or later, every bridge is unavailable needing necessary repairs 

to keep it so safe that we can crossing it for granted.   

The rivers that form our valley geography are such a common place feature for 

us that we take them for granted as well. For example, we know our major river is the 

St. Croix, but do you know what the words “Saint Croix” mean? Holy Cross. If you 

knew that, do you know who named our river Holy Cross and why? The name came 

from the prayers of Father Louis Hennepin, a Franciscan missionary who served here 

in 1670’s, when the Ojibwa and the Lakota were at war. Sometimes when I am at 

Lakefront Park, I think of Fr. Hennepin as a prisoner of war looking at a beautiful 

river with two names before deciding to give it a third French name, St. Croix. Did 

Father Hennepin ever imagine that one day we would live here on this river? That one 

day we would claim that same river’s bank as a gathering place for our community?  

As a prisoner of war, Father Hennepin concluded our river needed a name of 

peace. Therefore, he chose St. Croix. While I know the facts well enough to tell them 

easily, my hope is that meeting Fr. Hennepin in heaven, I can ask him what hopes he 

had as a missionary for Christ when the French king, Louis XIV, sent him to 

America. I want to ask him how he felt when he was a prisoner of war who did not 
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know where his life would lead. I want to ask him how he served Christ in his time 

here living among people who thought he was their enemy and held him captive.  

Today we celebrate All Saints Day. Father Louis Hennepin, a Franciscan 

missionary is one among many saints who brought Christ’s caring to our region. We 

may not think of him often, but daily we remember the name he gave our river and 

his name as a major Minneapolis street. 

Not only do rivers form our region, but rivers form the landscape of the Bible. 

The first biblical mention of a stream is found in Genesis 2:4-7: “On the day the Lord 

God made earth and sky— before any wild plants appeared on the earth, and before 

any field crops grew, because the Lord God hadn’t yet sent rain on the earth and there 

was still no human being to farm the fertile land, though a stream rose from the earth 

and watered all of the fertile land— the Lord God formed the human from the 

topsoil of the fertile land and blew life’s breath into his nostrils. The human came to 

life.” (Common English Bible/CEB1)  

Kneeling on the muddy banks of a river, God formed our first parent. Our 

Bible story goes on with many rivers named, most still locatable on a map. In the 

Bible’s last chapter, our Scripture ends with the River of Life flowing not from a 

spring like the first stream in Genesis but flowing from the throne of God. I believe 

the River of Life is every bit as serene and wild as any river we humans have crossed 

or canoed on earth. 

A living river is an amazing thing. Cutting through our landscape, it can be 

serene in one place or foam with white water in another. Since our first parents left 

Eden, humans have harnessed the water power of rivers for both agriculture and 

commerce. Every river brings life giving water that enriches the soil so gardening, the 

work of feeding ourselves and our animals, can happen. But there are times and places 

when rivers also became obstacles to commerce. So, we humans learned to bridge 

them, to shorten the distance between humans, between communities. 

Which means everything we know about rivers and bridges can be useful in our 

Christian life as we seek to build bridges of care between each other. Perhaps not 

bridges that require paying attention to traffic reports, but bridges of care that inspire 

us in how we live. When the River of Life separates us from what was or from those 

we love, the care Christ taught us to show each other becomes our bridge to heal our 

human global village.  

                                           
1 All Bible quotes are copied and pasted from www.biblegateway.com. 
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The foundation of this bridge of care lies in what Jesus taught his followers was 

the Great Commandment. As a community, and as a church in this community, we 

have considered the second part of the Great Commandment at length this year. 

“You will love your neighbor as yourself.” (Mark 12: 31, CEB) Like a river this 

Golden Rule is a river that flows from the spring of God who we “. . . love . . . with 

all our heart, with all our being, with all our mind, and with all our strength.” (Mark 

12:30, CEB) If love of God is the River of Life running through the valley of our 

lives, and our love of neighbor is the bridge of caring between us. 

Fr. Hennepin spent less than ten years in North America and returned to 

Europe in 1680. He never saw what would become of this region where we now live 

or the street that bears his name. Fr. Hennepin died in Rome in 1704. As Fr. 

Hennepin made his crossing to eternal life another saint who still influences us was 

only 18 months old. Rev. John Wesley, the founder of Methodism never saw the St. 

Croix Valley. According to the official brief history in our 2016 Book of Discipline, 

Wesley’s one mission appointment in North America was “. . .far from an unqualified 

success . . . (he) returned to England disillusioned and discouraged.”2  

1738 was a dark time in John Wesley’s life. He doubted if God loved him. He 

questioned his salvation. But his brother, Charles, and his friend, Peter Boehler, built a 

bridge of caring to John Wesley in his depression. After much prayer and study, on 24 

May 1738 John Wesley opened his Bible randomly, most likely with his eyes closed, 

put his finger on the page and read the verse it pointed to, “Thou art not far from the 

kingdom of God.” (Mark 12:34, King James Version) In worship today we read it in 

our contemporary English as “You aren’t far from God’s kingdom.” (Mark 12:34, 

CEB) That day Christ’s bridge of caring built by his brother and his friend brought 

John Wesley across a bridge of care and close to God. We remember these three 

saints of Methodism because they were all bridges of caring.  

Christians are the bridge of caring over the River of Life, bringing everyone 

closer to the throne of God, bringing all to the spring beneath the throne that 

becomes that becomes the River of Life.  

I strongly suspect John Wesley knew little or nothing about Louis Hennepin, 

and you can rest assured that Louis Hennepin knew nothing about John Wesley, the 

Methodist movement he would start, or that our local church could count both men 

as saints in our faith ancestry. But as Christ’s followers, we can remember them now 

and be inspired by their caring bridges. Every saint we remember is (not was, is 

                                           
2 P. 12, The Book of Discipline of the United Methodist Church 2016, The United Methodist Publishing House, Nashville, 2016. 
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because eternal life has no past or present) a person who lived a life of caring as a 

follower of Jesus Christ. Today, we remember all the saints who were bridges of 

caring as we came closer to the headwaters of the River of Life, the throne of God. 

These saints are way too many to name in a single day. But still on All Saints Day 

every year, we pause and remember as many as we can.  

We especially remember those who this past year left our shared mortal 

existence to be with Christ in eternal life. Reviewing the names we read in sanctuary 

worship, the first thing that struck me was every person named on our list was loved 

deeply by a member of our church, but unknown to most of our church. Some years 

we remember several members who have died, but this year we have only lost one of 

our members. Still, their lives were bridges of caring that are linked to all of us by 

bridge of love God built through Christ’s caring work with all of us. 

As we remember today, perhaps we can all do more than remember. Perhaps 

today we can imitate these saints we know by building our bridges of caring. We can 

imitate Fr. Hennepin by looking for the way of peace in a time of conflict. We can 

imitate John Wesley by allowing God to speak to us through other’s prayers and our 

Bibles. We can imitate Wesley’s brother, Charles, and their friend, Peter, who 

prayerfully helped a future great leader find God present in his darkest hour. Thinking 

of our only member on this year’s list, Gary Briske, we can imitate him with 

generosity for those with a need for food from our food bank here in Hudson.  

Take a moment, think of a saint in your life—it could be a parent, it could be a 

world hero, it could be a person remembered only locally, or even a quite saint 

remembered only by her children. How were was your saint a bridge of caring over 

the River of Life for you? How had God changed their hearts to be like Christ’s so 

that you could find your way to God’s love? How can you imitate them in your living 

today?  

Amen.         

 


