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All Saints Sunday – November 5, 2017     “Every Saint’s a Sinner….” 

Matthew 5:1-12 

St. Giles Church, Northbrook IL -The Rev. Cynthia J. Hallas 
 

Every saint’s a sinner, and any sinner can be a saint. 

 

Ruby Turpin is the central character in the Flannery O’Connor short story “Revelation”1. Mrs. 

Turpin is God-worshipping, Jesus-loving Christian; someone who knows when it pays to be nice 

or polite, and when being nice or polite doesn’t really matter. She is also a racist, a classist, and 

the worst kind of snob and hypocrite. She prides herself on her good works – on behalf of those 

she considers beneath her – and though she often worries to herself, “Who would Jesus have 

made me if he hadn’t made me who I am?” like the Pharisee in the Lukan parable of the tax 

collector and the Pharisee, she is thankful that God didn’t make her to be like all those “other” 

people.  

 

The story is set in the rural South in the middle of the last century, and begins in the very 

crowded waiting room of the small town’s doctor’s office where Claud and Ruby Turpin are 

waiting to see the physician about an injury to Claud’s leg. There is a mix of people in the room, 

all sorts and conditions of human beings. Mrs. Turpin becomes fixated on one particular patient, 

a teen-age girl whom she judges to be singularly unattractive. The two have never met, but the 

older woman has the unsettling feeling that the girl knows her – or knows about her. In fact, 

though she says nothing and seems to be absorbed in a book, she appears to be able to see 

straight through Mrs. Turpin’s veneer of niceness to the essence of her wretched soul. While a 

façade of pleasantness is more or less maintained in the office for a time, the girl – whose name 

is Mary Grace (and that is significant) - finally erupts, throwing the book she’s been reading at 

Mrs. Turpin’s face, grabbing her by the throat; and even after she’s been restrained, she locks 

eyes with Ruby, and whispers, “Go back to hell where you came from, you old wart hog.”  

 

That assault completely undoes Mrs. Turpin, and it sets in motion the revelation of the title.  

The woman is forced to go home and take to her bed for the better part of the rest of the day.  

It’s only when she arises in the late afternoon and takes a walk around the couple’s farm,  

trying to come to terms with what’s happened; only as the sun begins to set and twilight falls;  

only when it’s almost completely dark, that the day’s unsettling and violent encounter begins to 

make any kind of sense to her. Standing near the pig pen, she looks into the distance, and as 

O’Connor describes it, “[a] visionary light settles in her eyes” and she sees the streak of twilit 

purple in the sky as “a vast swinging bridge extending upward from the earth through a field of 
living fire. Upon it a vast horde of souls were rumbling toward heaven.” It was a great multitude 

that she could not count. And in a stunning literary example of “the first shall be last and the last 

shall be first”, it’s the people Ruby Turpin has looked down on and despised all her life who are 

at the front of that procession: poor whites, people of color, the uneducated, the physically and 

mentally handicapped – “shouting and clapping and leaping like frogs,” she sees them. “And 
bringing up the end of the procession was a tribe of people whom she recognized at once as 

                                                           
1 Found in the collection Everything That Rises Must Converge, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1965, pp. 191-
218. Quotes used herein are from this edition. 
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those…like herself….” They were marching along and clearly trying to maintain the kind of 

dignity, decorum, and respectable behavior they had held themselves accountable for in society 

(and they alone were singing in tune!) “Yet she could see by their shocked and altered faces,” 
O’Connor writes, “that even their virtues were being burned away.” Even their virtues were 

being burned away. 

 

Every saint’s a sinner, and any sinner can be a saint. 

 

This morning we celebrate the saints of the church – which means we’re celebrating flawed and 

faithful human beings whose lives often fell short of God’s desire for them; in other words, we 

can’t celebrate saints without acknowledging sinners. In the church, we actually have two days 

for acknowledging the example and presence of the faithful throughout the ages. Like many 

churches, we conflate these two days. Liturgical über-purists frown on that sort of thing, but we 

do what we have to do and it isn’t all that bad! All Saints (November 1 on the church calendar) 

was established to honor well-known saints, famous saints, many of them martyrs, whose 

examples show everyone else how to live as Christians and followers of Jesus in this world.  

Many, if not most, already have their own particular day on the calendar, but All Saints allowed 

these well-known heroes of the faith to be recognized collectively. Nothing wrong with that.  

 

But what about that wonderful Sunday school teacher who didn’t just teach us, but showed us 

through his own living, what God’s love is like? Or the local activist whose faith propelled her 

into the public sphere to advocate against injustices that harm God’s people and creation? Or the 

evangelical who lived next door who wouldn’t be caught dead doing what we do here on a 

Sunday morning – all this ritual stuff! vestments, candles, incense! - but from whom, just maybe, 

we learned something about what it means to have a relationship with Jesus? We all have our 

own list: a list of faithful, important, ordinary folks. That’s why the day after All Saints, 

November 2, the Commemoration of All Faithful Departed (or All Souls), was put on the 

church calendar. It’s a so-called “lesser feast” meant to celebrate the simple, ordinary saints who 

walked among us without fanfare and without days of remembrance on any calendar except, 

perhaps, our own. And I expect when we come up later to light votives in memory of departed 

loved ones, we won’t be thinking about Patrick of Ireland or Giles or Teresa of Avila, or even the 

apostles and evangelists: we’ll be thinking about those ordinary, beloved people. 

 

So why the distinction? To make such a separation, to sort out the famous from the ordinary, 

“lesser” souls, strikes me as a very normal, human thing to do, but that’s just it: it’s a human 

construct. Certainly, Revelation makes no such distinction: John the Divine sees “a great 

multitude that no one could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages”  

(the bridge in Mrs. Turpin’s vision comes to mind here) “standing before the throne and before 

the Lamb….” In God’s economy there are no gradations of “saintliness”. The elder tells John, 

"These are they who…have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”  

Maybe that’s what O’Connor means when she describes “virtues…being burned away”.  

 

Or maybe she’s referring to the Beatitudes, when Jesus makes it clear that when everything that 

seems important and valuable to us – wealth, possessions, the good opinion of others, status, 

safety – is gone or let go of; and when our own desires truly match the desires God has for us –  
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when all are virtues are burned away,  all that’s left is the unconditional love and blessing of 

God. 

 

Which is what we call grace. It’s what all of us saints and sinners – for each of us is both - can 

find hope in; even, and perhaps especially, the Ruby Turpins of this world.  

 

Because every saint’s a sinner; and any sinner can be a saint. 


