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All Saint’s Day

Nov. 1-2, 2008

Revelation 7:9-17,Psalm 34, 1 John 3:1-3, Matthew 5:1-12

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.

A young man had been to Wednesday night Bible Study.   The pastor had shared about listening to God and obeying the Lord’s voice.  The young man couldn’t help but wonder, “Does God still speak to people?”


At the close of the evening he went out with some friends for coffee and pie and they discussed the message.  Several people talked about how God had led them in different ways.   It was about ten o’clock when the young man started driving home.  Sitting in his car, he began to pray, “God.  If you still speak to people, speak to me.  I will listen and do my best to obey.”


As he drove down the main street of his town, he had the strangest thought to stop and buy a gallon of milk.  He shook his head and said out loud, “God is that you?” He didn’t get a reply and started on towards home.  But again, the thought, buy a gallon of milk.  The young man thought about Samuel and how he didn’t recognize the voice of God, and how little Samuel had to be told to listen by Eli.  


“Okay God, in case that is you, I will buy the milk.”  It didn’t seem like too hard a test of obedience.  He could always use the milk.   He stopped and purchased the gallon of milk and started off toward home.   As he passed Seventh St. He again felt the urge, “Turn down that street.”  


This is crazy he thought and drove on past the intersection.  Again, he felt like he should turn down 7th St.  So at the next intersection he turned back and headed down 7th.  Half jokingly, he said out loud, “Okay, God, I will”


He drove several blocks, when suddenly, he felt like he should stop.  He pulled over to the curb and looked around.   He was in a semi commercial area of town.  It wasn’t the best, but it wasn’t the worst of neighborhoods either.  The businesses were closed and most of the houses looked dark as though people were already in bed.


Again he sensed something, “Go and give the milk to the people in the house across the street.”  


He started to open the door and then sat back in the car seat. “Lord, this is insane.  Those people are asleep and if I wake them up, they are going to be mad and I will look stupid.”  But again he felt as though he should go and give the milk.


Finally he opened the car door, “Okay God, if this is you, I will go to the door and I will give them the milk.  If you want me to look like a crazy person, okay.  I want to be obedient. I guess that will count for something, but if they don’t answer right away, I am out of here.”


He walked across the street and rang the bell.  He could hear some noise inside.  A man’s voice yelled out, “Who is it? What do you want?” Then the door opened before the young man could get away.  The man was standing there in his jeans and t-shirt.  He looked like he just got out of bed and had a strange look on his face.  “What is it?”


The young man thrust out the gallon of milk, “Here I brought this to you.”  The man took the milk and rushed down a hallway.  Then from down the hall came a woman carrying the milk toward to kitchen.  The man was following her holding a baby.  The baby was crying.  The man had tears streaming down his face.


The man began speaking and half crying.  “We were just praying.  We had some big bills this month and we ran out of money.  We didn’t have any milk for our baby.  I was just praying and asking God to show me how to get some milk.”


His wife in the kitchen yelled out, “I asked Him to send an Angel with some.  Are you an Angel?”


The young man reached into his wallet and pulled out all the money he had on him and put it in the man’s hand.  He turned and walked back towards his car and the tears were streaming down his face.  He knew that God still answers prayers.


Today, November 1st, is All Saints Day a major holiday in the church year to celebrate those saints who have gone on before us to be with Christ or as the Book of Hebrews proclaims, “We are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses.”  All Saint’s Day is the day we celebrate those people living and dead who attempt to life a life that models their belief, following St. Francis’ advice of preaching the gospel always and if necessary using words.


 Historically, Halloween or All Hallow’s Eve was celebrated because it was the night before All Saint’s Day.   Halloween was commemorated by bonfires on hilltops because of the belief that Oct. 31s,t or the day before All Saint’s Day, was a day when the souls of the dead could return to haunt their homes.  The bonfires were an attempt to scare them away so that all that was left was those who were pure of heart.



 All Saint’s Day is a day for all of us to remember the promises of faith that we made or were made for us at our baptism.  Those promises are intended to help mold us into the saints of God.  To  the New Testament writers the word we translate as saint, hagious, meant holy ones or God’s people.   So to be a saint in New Testament times meant literally being one of God’s people. Saints are people living holy lives who, whether they are remembered or not by future generations, contribute to the glory of God.  So the sanctuary is full of saints today, or the community of God’s people.


I heard one person describe saints in this way.   Imagine that God’s love is falling on the earth in the form of a gentle rain.  Some people are like blacktop.  They are too hard to absorb the gentle life-giving rain and so it runs off them without ever permeating their being.   Saints on the other hand, are those people who are like soft, rich soil gently absorbing the rain of God’s love and using it to grow an abundant crop to serve our Lord.


Today’s scriptures give us a biblical foundation for what being a saint might mean.   In the Book of Revelation, John talks about what heaven will be like with all the saints worshiping God in the throne room of heaven.  In 1 John there is a picture of the love that the “children of God” have for each other.  And in Matthew’s version of the Beatitudes, Jesus lists for his disciples the attributes of people of faith.  


One of those attributes is to care for our families.   If I were ask each of us to name a way to care for our families, I am sure that we could come up with many wonderfully creative and thoughtful ways to show that love and care.  But I would also bet that no one would mention making a will.  Death is the “elephant in the living room” so to speak of American culture. This sermon breaks that taboo, in that on this All Saints Day we are talking about practically and spiritually preparing for the end of our earthly life, our death.  For the most part we are uncomfortable with the subject and don’t want to talk about it.   And certainly our children don’t want to hear about it from us.  Usually the conversation goes something like this, “I’d like to talk to you about what to do when I am no longer with you.”  To which the son or daughter replies, “Oh Mom, stop being so morbid.  You are going to live for years and years.”


Yet we know that 100% of us will die, and if we love our families, one of the best gifts we can give them is clear directions concerning Medical Directives, Planning Our Funerals, and Writing a Will.  It allows our families to grieve for us without all the complicating issues of difficult  medical and legal decisions.   On p. 445 The Book of Common Prayer puts it this way, “The Minister of the Congregation is directed to instruct the people, from time to time, about the duty of Christian parents to make prudent provision for the well-being of their families, and of all persons to make wills, while they are in health, arranging for the disposal of their temporal goods, not neglecting, if they are able to leave bequests for religious and charitable uses.”            


According to recent statistics 70% of Americans die without a will.  Nevertheless, we do have a will, the state wrote it for us years ago, but we may not like what it says or how it divides our possessions with the state as the major benefactor.    Writing a will is essential if we want to control what happens to our family and our possessions after death. 


To begin the planning process, The Clarkson Foundation of the Episcopal Diocese of Nebraska  has come up with a very helpful booklet entitled “Planning for the End of Life”.  We have run off twenty-five for any of you who would like to take and use them.  If we run out, please call the church office and we will see that you get one.  I would urge you to at least pick one up and look at it.  Filling it out will give you if nothing else peace of mind. 


The booklet contains a section on Medical Directives with helpful guides and questions.  The second section contains Funeral Instructions including scripture choices and music should you choose to indicate those.  The third section contains elements that your attorney will need to know to help you write a will or an estate plan.  Especially helpful is the “Christian Preamble” which states the importance of your faith to you and encourages your family to “place their faith and trust in our Lord and Savior.”   In addition to leaving copies of your will with your attorney and your family, copies of the Medical Directives can be left with your attorney and your physician.  A copy of your funeral directives can be kept in the church office.  


It is never too early to begin the planning process of loving our families enough to relieve them of the burden of our end of earthly life  decisions.  Hebrews 13:16 says “ Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God.”


So this All Saint’s Day pause a moment to thank God for the grace and mercy that has been given to us to be saints or people who are attempting to make the words of the famous All Saints Day hymn come alive. “They lived not only in ages past, there are hundreds of thousands still, the world is bright with the joyous saints who love to do Jesus’ will.  You can meet them in school, or in lanes, or at seat, in church, or in trains, or in shops or at tea, for the saints of God are just folk like me, and I mean to be one too.”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

