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For All the Saints
Matthew 5:1-12; Revelation 7:9-17

Pandemic.  Hurricanes.  Wildfires.  Earthquakes.  Floods.  Social and
political unrest.  Protests.  Marches.  Riots.  With all that has been occurring
over the past eight months, I am surprised that I am not hearing more
preachers and prophet-wanna-be's declaring that the end of the world is just
around the corner.  Maybe they are and I am simply not listening to them.

Admittedly it feels like it at times.  You wonder how much more we can
handle.  In many ways, I sense that we are scrambling around, doing
everything possible to hold onto the world that we knew pre-Covid 19.  I, for
one, have been looking forward to the day when things will be back to the
"normal" that they were a year ago.

In an insightful article about the Beatitudes, Presbyterian minister
Layton Williams asks a very insightful question: "If this is the end of that world
[the one we knew a year ago], what new and better world might we allow to
begin?"1

I know that our life is changing and will never be the same it was.  I
know that we are going to have to adapt, as we always have, to changes in
our world.  Yet, if the world is ending–not the existence of the world, I don't
think we are there yet–but the world that we knew and mostly loved back at
the beginning of 2020, if that world is ending (And I think it is!), what new and
better world do we want to create–not merely adapt, but create anew?  That
kind of question changes everything, doesn't it?

This perspective is not new.  Jesus was saying such things 2000 years
ago.  His "Sermon on the Mount" is chock full of pithy sayings, aphorisms,
mottos, slogans, and stories that make you scratch our head as much as
change your life.  Listen to the beginning of that "sermon":

1Layton E. Williams, “Eight Upside-down Blessings for a Pandemic World,” Living the Word:
November 1, All Saints Day, The Christian Century (October 21, 2020), 22.



When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and
after he sat down, his disciples came to him.  Then he began to
speak, and taught them, saying:

"Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
"Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.
"Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.
"Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,
for they will be filled.
"Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.
"Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.
"Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of
God.
"Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
"Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and
utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account.
Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the
same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.

Matthew 5:1-12

Jesus is talking to and about the saints.  These are lower case “s”
saints, not capital “S” saints like Paul and Peter, Augustine, Francis, Teresa,
Clare, and others.  He is talking to and about ordinary folks like you and me
whom scripture considers “holy ones.”  The people Jesus was talking to and
those of you hearing my voice today are holy, not because you are more
spiritual than the average person, not because you are especially favored
over anyone else, not because you have supernatural powers and can
perform miracles.  We are all saints because we love and follow God.  We are
the holy ones of God.

Within the larger group of saints, Jesus calls out several groups of
people whom he considers to be blessed or, as better translated, happy.  Yet
the reasons Jesus gives as to why these people should be happy seem
incongruent with their situations.  Why would anyone be happy that they are
poor–in spirit or otherwise?  Who among us is happy because we are
mourning?  That is counterintuitive.  Should meek people be happy?  Those
who hunger after what is right and just?  Granted, if you are merciful or pure
in heart or are a peacemaker, you have good cause to celebrate, but the
thought of being persecuted for doing what is right does not bring me any joy!

The happiness, the blessedness of which Jesus speaks is a sense of
inner peace and fortitude that comes from knowing you are doing the right



and best thing regardless of the consequences for doing so.  Jesus suggests
that any one of us can be happy under very difficult circumstances because
we can change the world.  As Rev. Williams noticed, “The Beatitudes . . . are
a reminder that the world as we have generally encountered it is not at all the
world that God intends or desires for us.”2  In other words, God does not want
the world to go back to the way it was eight months or a year ago.  Being a
saint, a follower of Christ, means changing the world to be what God has
always intended it to be.

We don’t always realize it when other people are around because
sometimes the things they do are so subtle that we hardly notice.  The people
we remember today–the ones who are no longer with us–did change the
world in one way or another.  Think about it.  Who was it who was poor in
spirit meaning that they understood their own need to grow in relationship to
God?  When they did so, they helped other people grow closer to God with
them.  Who was it who mourned genuinely, moved by compassion and
appreciation for other people?

Who was meek–not weak–but confident in who they were so that they
were humble enough not to pretend they were something they were not? 
Who had a true hunger for what is right so that they helped other people
realize more of God’s blessings?  Who was merciful toward all people and
thus offered them opportunities to change their own lives?  Who was pure in
heart, not given to pretension or manipulation or speculation, but lived the
truth in every way?  Who sought to bring people together instead of pushing
them apart?  Whose words and actions brought healing instead of hurt?  And
who paid a price for standing up against injustice while insisting on what is
good and right for all people?  In ways small and large, the holy ones of God,
the saints like you and me and the dear souls who are no longer with us,
change this world for the better day by day, life by life.

Maybe the world we have known all of our lives is coming to an end.  If
so, that means that there is an expansive canvas waiting to be filled with
examples of what it means to live as a saint of God.  Jesus had some pretty
good ideas–ideas that turn everything over, shake it up, and let it fall out in
fresh, creative, and just ways.

Imagine that we come out of this pandemic kinder, more considerate,
more passionate about treating everyone with fairness.  Imagine that we stop
insulting and accusing one another, that we live by what is true and refuse to

2Williams.



allow falsehood to thrive.  Imagine that we change the world from our little
kingdoms into God’s “kin dom” as Rev. Williams calls it.3  A “kin-dom” in which
we not only acknowledge but believe and act as if we are all sisters and
brothers to one another, true children of God.  Imagine if we treat one another
as being blessed by God and feel blessed ourselves as a result.  Imagine if
we decide the world could be the kind of place Jesus talked about and we do
everything possible to make it so.  Imagine how happy that would make
us–and God!  We can.  We can change the world.  Let’s do it while we have
the chance . . . for all the saints!  Amen.

3Williams.



ALL SAINTS HOMILY

I mentioned to you over the summer that I have recently become better
acquainted with the writings of Brian Doyle who died several years ago.  His
work stimulates all kinds of feelings and thoughts, often all at once.  His
‘proem,’ as he liked to call his prose poems, titled “Ten Thousand Smiles,”
does that very thing.  Listen.

I was just calculating that my sister,

Whom I have known for 700 months,

Which is nearly three thousand weeks,

Which is nearly twenty thousand days

(which is a remarkable number of days

When you think about it; I mean, that’s

A stunning heap of pain and laughter),

Has smiled at me roughly 10,000 times,

Give or take a few thousand.  Now did

She also occasionally snarl and shriek?

O yes she did.  But ten thousand smiles,

That’s a remarkable number of smiles,

And I want to stay with the smiles here.

Q: what are the cumulative effects of so

Many smiles?  Can you get smile burns?

Can your interior warmth go up a point

After so many smiles?  Does each smile

Register somehow permanently in you,

Like a scar?  Can you get smiling scars?

We can see the effect of smiles on faces,

The cheerful lines that smiles cut in skin

After years of use; do smiles also get cut

Into people who have been smiled upon?

If everything we know about everything

Is hardly anything, could smiles be food?

Brian Doyle, The Kind of Brave You Wanted To Be

One of Brian Doyle’s gifts was the ability to see what we all see
everyday but also to notice it and take it to heart.  Most of us, I think, consider
what we have lost when a loved one dies.  Not Doyle.  He thinks about what
he gained from a life well lived.  How many of us have ever considered the
number, the sheer number of times someone else smiled at us?  Have you



ever stopped to think about the number of months, weeks, or days you have
known a particular person?  We automatically think in terms of years, but
those are manageable numbers, to say the least.  To think that I enjoyed my
dad for 734 months and that I shared this earth with my mother for 3,083
weeks shapes our life together into a different context.  To even begin to
calculate the smiles or tears or laughter that we shared over thousands and
thousands of days makes the time seem almost endless, even though it was
not.

What Brian Doyle understood is that instead of contracting our
relationships into sound bytes and bullet points that try to capture the essence
of a person’s life, we need to expand to the nth degree the things that person
said and did and tried and failed and laughed and loved and lived.

Today we remember seven persons in our church who died this past
year.  Those persons gave us years of commitment, months of
encouragement, weeks of support, and days and days and days of love.

Jesus once said that God loves each of us to the extent that God knows
the number of hairs on our head (Luke 12:7).  If God gives that kind of
attention to the details of our lives, should we not also pay attention to the
vastness of the details of the people we love?

I encourage you to take pencil and paper or calculator and spend some
time figuring up something about someone who means a lot to you.  It is a
blessing to say, “Every day my mother, my father, my husband, my wife, my
son, my daughter, my friend, told me they loved me.”  It is astounding to
realize that he or she told you 24,000 times that they loved you!  Or maybe it
was 5000 pancakes they cooked for your breakfast, 7000 kisses on the
forehead at night before you went off to college, or 30,000 times they did that
thing that irritated the fire out of you but which you wish with every fiber of
your being they could do it one more time.  Celebrating someone you love
involves calculating what their life truly means to you . . . and giving thanks! 
Amen.



November 1, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Sometimes all that we want for the moment is to know that someone
remembers us, that someone cares, that someone wants the best for us. 
Sometimes, all we want is to know, to feel, to experience that you care about
us, O God.

Today all of us feel sadness to some extent.  Family and friends who
are still dear to us are no longer with us.  Their empty space bothers us
because we so want for it to be filled again.  We miss them but are grateful
for the life we shared together and for all that we received from them.  Thank
you, God.

We also feel sadness over people we do not know but whose lives were
interrupted and cut short by the coronavirus.  Anger at this invisible killer
weighs heavy upon us and we grieve over deaths that should not have been. 
Comfort us, God.

We are frightened by all of the bad things that are happening in our
world.  It seems as if some new threat emerges every day and we are
helpless to defend ourselves.  The world feels wild and vicious right now. 
Calm our spirits, temper our fears, lead us through all of these dangers, O
God.

We are weary of politics and the relentless demand for our attention and
loyalty.  We can only pray that whatever happens in each race, whoever is
elected to whatever position, regardless of the final outcomes, that winners
and losers alike will wake up and realize that this is our community, our state,
our nation, and our world.  We pray that we will look around and understand
that, like it or not, we are here together and we have an obligation to be kind
and just to one another and to all.  Answer our prayer, O God.

We are also deeply grateful for the abundant gifts that come our way
every day.  The glowing colors of autumn, the excitement of approaching
holidays despite Covid 19, the love of family and friends, the bedrock of the
Church, and the palpable love that you have for each of us all bring us great
joy, O God.  In days when it feels like so many things are being taken away,
help us to notice how much good comes our way in a single moment.  New
life that has come into the world, new relationships that are forming family,
stalwart friends that are always with us, family that remains steadfast, and
your Spirit which never leaves us alone are truly the blessings of your love. 
Thank you, O God.  Thank you.  Amen.


