All Saints Sunday
November 1, 2009
Text:   All Saints theme
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.  

__________________________

All Saints Sunday.  I’m probably not a guy easily given over to sentiment.  But this is the day in the church year when I become very sentimental.  And the purpose of my sermon this morning will be to make you sentimental as well.

It’s the word “All” in All Saints that turns me to sentiment.  This is not the day when we celebrate St. Mary, Mother of Our Lord – or at least not only her.  It’s not when we celebrate St. Augustine – or at least not only him.  It’s the day when we remember all the saints…all those faithful loved ones of ours who also loved God and who are no longer with us.

This day of celebration had its beginning way back in the 4th-century A.D. – back in Syria when it was called “All Martyr’s Day” – a day to honor all those who died for the faith.

But in the 9th century, Pope Gregory IV established the universal celebration of this day throughout the whole church.  And Pope Gregory also changed the name of the day….from All Martyr’s to All Saints.

And do you see what that does to the character of the day?  We’re not just remembering those who died because of their faith….we’re remembering all those who died in the faith!

All Saints brings to my mind this immense picture of the size and solidarity of the People of God.  I see this vast community of Christians, a community that transcends race and language and human status – a community that even transcends time and space – even transcends death!

The most poetic description of that communion of saints is the one found in Hebrews, chapter 12:  Since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us!  That’s the image I have in my mind on this All Saints Sunday.

And quickly now, lest you think all this saint talk is somehow unLutheran, let me share with you this sentence from one of our Lutheran confessional documents, the Augsburg Confession:

It is also taught among us that saints should be kept in remembrance so that our faith may be strengthened when we see what grace they received and how they were sustained by faith.

And, of course, what makes the day so sentimental for us, is that we remember the faces and the lives of our loved ones – the ones we have known and cherished, but who now sit in that heavenly grandstand, cheering on all of us, we who are still in the race:  Pick up your feet, Tom!  Run a little faster, Tom!

There is especially one face that stands out for me in that great cloud of witnesses:  my grandmother’s.  She died at age 96 when I was 24 years old.  She lived in the same town where I grew up; she babysat me occasionally.  

But the best of all my remembrances of this saint are the Sundays that we would spend together.  We’d pick Grandma up for church and then she’d come home with us, sharing the Sunday meal and most of the afternoon.
When I was in my early teens, it became my job on Sunday mornings to walk down the driveway leading to her small apartment in the back, to let her know that we had arrived to take her to church.  I would take her by the arm – especially on those days when it was snowy and icy – walking slowly so that she wouldn’t fall.

I held on to one arm, and in her other arm, every Sunday without fail, she carried her hymnal – this book that I now have in my possession – The Lutheran Hymnal – “Flora Bertram,” her name stamped in gold letters on the now-tattered leather cover.

There are not many markings in this hymnal…but a few significant ones:  this Easter cross – I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life, it says – glued to page 32, the beginning of the Order of Matins – the Service of Morning Prayer – our usual Sunday worship:

P:
O Lord, open Thou my lips.

C:
And my mouth shall show forth thy


praise.

P:
Make haste, O God, to deliver me.
C:
Make haste to help me, O Lord.  Glory be 

to the Father….

That liturgy can instantly wipe out 50 years of my life and put me back in those worship services with my grandmother.

As I page through the hymnal, there are not many marks.  But I do find check marks placed above 4 different hymns.  Three of them on hymns from the section called, Life Everlasting.

Jerusalem the Golden is checked…No. 613 in the hymnal:

I know not, oh, I know not, 

What joys await us there.

What radiancy of glory, 

What bliss beyond compare.

My grandmother, you see, was preparing herself to take her seat in that heavenly grandstand.

Another hymn checked was No. 614, which has this verse, referring to all the bright jewels in the heavenly Jerusalem:   
With jasper glow thy bulwarks, 

Thy streets with em’ralds blaze.
 Taken, of course, from this verse in the Book of Revelation:  The holy city of Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God, having the glory of God, its radiance like a most rare jewel, like a jasper, clear as crystal.  

Like a jasper.  And now, do you know what I am reminded of?  Last Saturday evening, we had a young Pakistani Christian worshiping with us, whose name is Jasper Paul.  He and his family had worshiped with us a couple of years ago…and back then they invited my wife and I over for dinner.  And over that dinner table we were told that Jasper was named from this verse in Revelation….his name pointing to the jewel in the heavenly city of Jerusalem.  And if I remember that two-year-old dinner conversation correctly, Jasper’s grandfather in Pakistan was one of the founding members of the Christian church in Pakistan!

Do you all see how wide and far this great communion of saints stretches!?!  All Saints Day reminds us that our fellowship with these saints reaches across oceans and reaches across time, reaches even beyond the grave!  We are tied together with them in our Baptism!
Martin Luther once preached a sermon entitled, On Preparing to Die.  In that sermon he said:

In the hour of death no Christian should despair that he is alone.  He can be certain…that a great many eyes are upon him:  first the eyes of God and of Christ Himself….then also the eyes of the dear angels…and of the saints.

The eyes of my grandmother are upon me!  The eyes of your sainted loved ones are upon you!  Yes, there is an element of comfort and reassurance in that….to hear the cheers of the saints encouraging us on, their eyes watching and inspiring us on.
But it can also be disconcerting, can’t it?  The eyes of the saints watching us stumble!?!  The eyes of the saints not only viewing our public failures, but also seeing the sins that I think only I know about, the ones that are buried deep in my heart!?!
Jim Nestingen, now a retired professor from our Luther Seminary in St. Paul, once talked about his visit to Herman Preuss, who had been his seminary professor, whose health was failing.  Their conversation turned to talk of the saints, Preuss speaking of the comfort he derived from the knowledge that his sainted loved ones were looking down upon him.

Nestingen differed:  “I could never believe that,” Jim said; “If the saints were privy to our inmost lives, then they would constantly be in tears, always saddened by our many sins.”

“Oh, no, “ replied Herman, “the saints can only see us in the light of God’s forgiveness of our sins.  They see our sins only as ‘small jokes.’”

My grandmother, looking down from her seat in the heavenly grandstand, witnessing my sins and brokenness, and seeing it all as “a small joke!”

Please do not misunderstand.  I am not saying that our sins are insignificant, that you and I can make light of our failures.  But what I am proclaiming – what I am shouting as loudly as I can – is the amazing magnitude of God’s grace.  That because of our baptism, because of God’s forgiveness, our sins become nothing more than a small joke, a heavenly chuckle.
And that, you see, is the real function of the saints.  Back to the Augsburg Confession again:  It is also taught among us that saints should be kept in remembrance so that our faith may be strengthened when we see what grace they received!

The saints themselves were sinners!  Not moral supermen, but fellow sinners, forgiven by God’s grace, like you and me.

And implied in all that is something we should never forget:  it is not just the dead in Christ who are called saints.  But we too are called saints – we who live our lives in Christ – you and I, too, are saints; we have been made saints by God in our Baptism.

At the supper table, Martin Luther would engage in lively conversation with his graduate students at the University of Wittenberg, who often ate with him.  They would write down Luther’s remarks, and these have been gathered together in a volume called Table Talk.  On one occasion he remarked about this saintliness that all Christians share:

It is a pity that it’s forgotten that we are saints, for to forget this is to forget Christ and baptism…You say that the sins which we commit every day offend God, and therefore we are not saints.  To this I reply:  Mother love is stronger than the filth and scabbiness on a child, and so the love of God toward us is stronger than the dirt that clings to us.  [Table Talk, p. 70]
Whose face is it that you can see in that great cloud of witnesses?  Maybe for you, too, it is a grandparent…or a mother or a father…a spouse?...

A brother or sister…a son or daughter.  Be encouraged by the sainthood that we share with them through our baptism.  Be encouraged by their cheers which pour out of that heavenly grandstand.

Yes, they do see us stumble and fall…but yet, amazingly, they can chuckle…because they also see God’s hand lifting us up again, dusting us off, and sending us back into the race, cheering us on toward the prize….the goal…the heavenly Jerusalem!
