All Saints Sunday
Text:  Revelation 7:9-17
November 2, 2008
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.

If you have been worshiping with us for any length of time, you must have noticed that there is one part of our worship liturgy that does not change…nor do we ever omit it.  It is also the oldest part of the liturgy, dating back to the early 200’s.  It’s called the Preface….this brief dialogue between pastor and people before the Great Thanksgiving of the Eucharist:

The Lord be with you.  And also with you.
Lift up your hearts.  We lift them to the Lord.

Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.

It is right to give God thanks and praise.

Sometimes that whole dialogue is called the Sursam corda…..Latin for “Lift up your hearts.”  But have you ever wondered?  To where should we lift up our hearts?  
The answer to that question is in our First Reading for today, from The Revelation to John.  We lift our hearts up to God in heaven, to that heavenly host – the saints robed in white – who have gathered around the throne of the Lamb in God’s heavenly Kingdom!  
You’ve heard me say this before:  whenever we worship, it’s as if we blow the roof off of this building, and our songs of praise here are then joined with the great hymns of praise that are being sung by the heavenly host, by the saints, by those loved ones of ours who have preceded us in death, and are now around the throne of the Lamb of God, Jesus Christ Himself!

That’s where we lift our hearts…..to the throne of God in heaven, with all the saints.  This All Saints Sunday is a kind of collision of the present with the future.  It’s a blending of the present and the future.

Did you happen to hear that in our Prayer of the Day?  Grant us grace to follow your blessed saints in lives of faith and commitment – that’s the “right-now” piece, the present piece, here on this earth; and to know the inexpressible joys you have prepared for those who love you – that’s the “soon-and-very-soon piece,” the future piece, our eternal life with God in His Kingdom.
That’s our theme for today:  our anticipation of our future life with God in His Kingdom…..our anticipation of that blows the roof off of our worship room, and it pulls that future down into our present.

In John’s vision, which he recorded in the last book of the Bible, The Revelation to John, one of the heavenly elders asks:
 “Who are these, robed in white, and where have they come from?”  [John] said to him, “Sir, you are the one that knows.”  Then he said to [John],” These are they who have come out of the great ordeal.”

The great tribulation!  The Book of Revelation was written to people whose world was falling apart!  It was written during the reign of the Roman Emperor Domitian, who demanded that all of his subjects address him as “Lord and God” and worship his image.  When Christians refused to do that, they were martyred, dying horrible deaths.  

The great tribulation!  Tribulation….the word comes from the Latin, referring to the tribulum, which was a threshing sledge for beating the stems and husks of grain.  The Book of Revelation is for those who are beaten down, ground down by life.

This past week I finished reading a book called Retribution by Max Hastings.  It’s the story of the final year of the Second World War in Asia.  The ghastly details of the tribulation caused by the Japanese:

· Their horrific treatment of the Chinese during their occupation of Manchuria.

· The brutality and torture in their POW camps.

· Their refusal to surrender in hopeless situations where they could not win – like Iwo Jima – and that refusal to surrender cost so many American lives.
At the same time, remember that Hastings called his book Retribution:  our battle campaign against the Japanese was equally brutal…in response to their brutality….and justifiably so, Hastings argues, because we were dealing with a people who refused to surrender.
· The fire-bombings of Tokyo, in one night, taking the lives of 100,000 civilians and leaving one million homeless.
· And, of course, the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

The Second World War – both in Europe and in Asia – was the scene of much tribulation.

How about you, right now?  Any tribulation in your life?  

· Maybe sickness or disease…a battle with cancer?

· The economic uncertainty of the past couple of months?  Wondering how secure your own job is?

· The death of a loved one?  Today being All Saints Day we are remembering those three members of ours who have died since the previous All Saints Sunday – Elizabeth Small, Renee Watkins, Ralph Gayner.  And we miss them!

Immanuel Kant was an 18th-century German philosopher who described the human condition as a search for an answer to three questions:

· What can I know?

· What ought I to do?

· For what may I hope?

That last question – for what may I hope? – Kant said, is really the most important:  it determines how we live right now.  How does our hope shape our lives right now?

On the night of November 14, 1940, the city of Coventry, England was devastated by bombs dropped by the Nazi Luftwaffe.  It was the longest air raid endured in any one night by any city in England.  The town – and its Cathedral – were destroyed.

After the war, the decision was made to rebuild the Cathedral, while at the same time, keeping the ruins of the bombed-out cathedral.  The entire south wall of the new cathedral is glass.  And etched onto that glass are huge figures of saints and angels – the saints and angels from our Revelation text today:  they are blowing trumpets and dancing and making merry.

When you look through that glass wall – through the saints and angels praising God – you see on the other side of the glass the ruins of the old bombed-out cathedral.  You see, the theme of the new cathedral is:  resurrection through sacrifice.  To walk from the ruins of the old Cathedral into the splendor of the new is to walk from Good Friday to Easter, from the ravages of human self-destruction to the glorious hope of resurrection.  It is the present redeemed by the future.  It is the Sursam corda….your hearts are lifted up, and you feel that there is hope for the world!
Resurrection through sacrifice.  The Sahel is that vast stretch of savanna more than 4,000 miles wide just under the Sahara Desert in Africa.  In the Sahel, all the moisture comes in a four-month period:  May thru August.  After that, not a drop of rain falls for eight months.  The year’s food – sorghum or milo – of course, must all be grown in those four months.  

October and November….those are the beautiful months.  The harvest has come in, the granaries are full.  People sing and dance and eat two meals a day.  December comes, and the granaries start to recede.  Many families omit the morning meal.  
By February, the remaining evening meal gets smaller.  April is a hard month.  Babies are crying from hunger, for there is only a cup of gruel for each person each day.

A young boy comes running to his father one day with excitement:  “Daddy!  Daddy!  We’ve got grain!” he shouts.  “Son, you know we haven’t had grain for weeks.”  “Yes, we have!” the boy insists.  “Out in the hut where we keep the goats – there’s a leather sack hanging up on the wall – I reached up and put my hand down in there – Daddy, there’s grain in there!  Give it to Mommy so she can make flour, and tonight our tummies can sleep!”

The father stands motionless.  “Son, we can’t do that,” he softly explains.  “That’s next year’s seed grain.  It’s the only thing between us and starvation.  We’re waiting for the rains, and then we must use it as seed.”
And then when the rains finally arrive in May, the young boy watches as the father takes the sack from the wall and does the most unreasonable thing imaginable.  Instead of feeding his desperately hungry family, he goes to the field and with tears streaming down his cheeks, he takes the precious seed and throws it into the ground.

Psalm 126:5:  May those who sow in tears, reap with shouts of joy.

Resurrection through sacrifice!  How much would it cost you to give out of hope?  How much would it cost you to sow in tears?  I don’t mean just giving God something from your abundance, but finding a way to say, “I believe in the harvest, and therefore I will give what makes no sense.  The world might call me unreasonable to do this – but, nevertheless, I must sow, in order that I may someday celebrate with joy.”
Next Saturday and Sunday, of course, is when we at Lord of the Hills Church will make our pledges to our regular budget for 2009.  Our stewardship program is based upon the need of the giver to give, and not the need of the church to receive.  
This year, like the past 35 years, I want to share with you what our family will be giving to Lord of the Hills Church.  Our gift in these present times is a sign of our hope and joy for the future.
Several months ago, when Chris had to resign from her job because of her disability, we had to scale back our giving to Lord of the Hills Church, back to 10% of our gross income.  Our present weekly gift to the regular budget is $110 a week, our gift to the building fund, $50 a week.  In 2009, we will increase our weekly gift by $35 a week, pledging $145 a week to the regular budget.

We do that with joy and hope, determined not to let the tribulation of the present wear us down, but to live now with joy and hope.

One last story.  At a church meeting a very wealthy man rose to tell the rest of those present about his Christian faith.  “I’m a millionaire,” he said, “and I attribute it all to the rich blessings of God in my life.  I remember the turning point in my faith.  I had just earned my first dollar and I went to a church meeting that night.  The speaker was a missionary who told about his work.  I knew that I only had a dollar bill and had to either give it all to God’s work or nothing at all.  So at that moment I decided to give my whole dollar to God.  I believe that God blessed that decision, and that is why I am a rich man today.”

He finished and there was an awed silence at his testimony as he moved toward his seat.  As he sat down, a little old lady sitting in the same pew leaned over and said to him:  “I dare you to do it again.”
I’m not daring you to give everything, but I am challenging you to give out of joy and hope, a gift that represents resurrection through sacrifice.  

May those who sow in tears, reap with shouts of joy.
