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Sermon for All Saints Sunday

“Our All in All”

Scripture Reading: Ephesians 1:1-23

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God,

To the saints who are in Ephesus and are faithful in Christ Jesus:

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, just as he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love. He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ, according to the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace that he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved. In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace that he lavished on us. With all wisdom and insight he has made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth. In Christ we have also obtained an inheritance, having been destined according to the purpose of him who accomplishes all things according to his counsel and will, so that we, who were the first to set our hope on Christ, might live for the praise of his glory. In him you also, when you had heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and had believed in him, were marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit; this is the pledge of our inheritance toward redemption as God's own people, to the praise of his glory.  I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the saints, and for this reason I do not cease to give thanks for you as I remember you in my prayers. I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know him, so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe, according to the working of his great power. God put this power to work in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come. And he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.” 

Introduction

Every seventh year, when Halloween falls on a Sunday—I feel a little bit uncomfortable. As you know, it is always my hope to keep worship on the Lord’s Day free of all worldly distractions--so that we can keep our minds centered on God. 
But as it is….today is both All Saints Sunday and Halloween. 
And when we look back to their origins we can see that the two are not entirely separate—they actually have connections. 
Halloween is a mix of ancient Celtic practices, Catholic religious rituals and European folk traditions --all blended together over time to create the holiday we know today. 
On the calendar, today straddles the line between fall and winter, life and death. It originated as a time of celebration and superstition--because it has long been believed to be a day when the dead can return to the earth.
The ancient Celts believed the boundary line between this world and the “otherworld” to be “thin” on this day, allowing spirits (both harmless and harmful) to pass through. Ancestors were honored and invited to come home on this day--while harmful spirits were warded off with bonfires and the wearing costumes and masks –which served as a disguise. 
All Saints' Day (also known as All Souls' Day) has its roots in the Catholic Hallomas. 
Also known as Day of the Dead (dia de los Muertos), the celebration began in Mexico as a day to remember loved ones who had died. Traditions included 1) the building of private altars honoring the deceased using sugar skulls, marigolds, and the favorite foods and beverages of the deceased and 2) visiting graves, presenting these as gifts.
Well, over time, the day began to lose its religious connotation (sometime in the 19th century), and it became more of a secular, community-based children's holiday. 
The superstitions and beliefs about the day have changed over the years, but Christians still look forward to one day of the year when they can honor their dead –on All Saints Sunday

--and a day when they can dress up, be anybody they want to be, and enjoy sweet treats galore! 
And today, on which Halloween has coincided with a Sunday, we will do our best to make this a day on which we let the light of Christ shine—in our worship and in the world. 

Paul, in his letter to the church at Ephesus, has given us words of instruction to help us do this—today and everyday. Let’s take a closer look…

Letting the light of Christ shine through us

—in our worship 

and in the world. 

This is the call 

that has been given to all Christians.

Paul, author of the letter we have read in this morning’s Scripture reading,

had his own way of saying it.

To the apostle Paul, 


we Christians can best live out our call 

by showing love toward all the saints.

We notice that the word “saints” is written with a lower case “s”

--rather than an upper case “s.” 

That’s because to Paul,


we are all saints.


And the reason is…


because when we heard the word of truth,




we believed.





and when we did,
we were “marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit,” 

 “and this is the pledge of our inheritance 

as God's own people, 

…to the praise of his glory.”

In the book of Revelation, chapter 7,

we learn that the seal is on our foreheads.

The angels can see it. 

But for now,

our human eyes cannot see the mark. 

But there is one thing we do know. It is there.
We will see it when Christ comes to take us home:
The words of Revelation teach us that when theat day arrives,
we will see His face, 

and that His name 
will be 

on our foreheads .
This is the mark of a saint.

Now, since we cannot see the mark (yet)

--at least not with our physical eyes,



we identify saints 




in a different way





--by observing their characteristics






--the way in which they live their lives.


Frederick Buechner,


author of The Magnificent Defeat


and other great books,




describes a saint in this insightful way: 

In this life,

to be a saint 

is to live with courage and self-restraint.

To be a saint is to live not 

with the hands clenched to grasp,


but rather…

To be a saint is to live 

with the hands stretched out 

both to give 

and to receive 

with gladness.

To be a saint is to work and weep for the broken and suffering of the world, 

but it is also to be strangely “light of heart” 

in the knowledge that there is something greater than that which the world

mends and renews…

Maybe more than anything else,

 to be a saint is to know joy. 

Not happiness that comes and goes with the moments that occasion it,


but joy that is always there like an underground spring
 no matter how dark and terrible the night. 

This quality, we see in the famous saints


--the ones the Church and world 

have given an upper case “S”


…like St. Francis,



standing barefoot in the snow,




with birds perched on his shoulders 

and a pet wolf by his side.

We see it in Saint Joan of Arc, 


who led men twice her size into battle,



preferring armor to petticoats.

And we see it in St. Christopher,

hiking through a rising river


with his tunic hitched up around his knees,



holding onto the feet 

of a child he is carrying on his back.

When we start thinking about these famous Saints,


one of the things we need to keep in mind 

is that they were not perfect human beings.

Tradition teaches us 

that St. Francis rolled naked in the snow 

to defend himself against his lustful thoughts


--and that St. Christopher was on his way to work for the devil 
when a mysterious hermit recruited him for God instead.  
“Generally speaking,”

 says my favorite preacher: Barbara Brown Taylor,

  “saints are not distinguished by the goodness. 

They are distinguished by their extravagant love of God,

 which shines brighter than anything else about them…

…They are ordinary men and women whose love of God has led them to do some extraordinary things…which means that none of us can shrug our shoulders and say that sainthood is beyond our reach.”  

St. Paul would add 

that they are ordinary men and women


whose faith in the Lord Jesus



has led them to show love 

toward all the saints

in extra-ordinary ways.

This is what we remember most

about those loved ones 

whose lives we are celebrating today

--those who are now 
absent from the body




and present with the Lord: 

…how much they loved.
On this day that we call All Saints Sunday,

we make the bold claim


that all these people 

are our relatives.

Because…we have the same blood running in our veins


--the blood of Jesus Christ.

And the same light we see shining in them 

shines in us too.

Reverend Brown also reminds us:

“You do not have to be famous, or perfect or dead to be a saint. You just have to be you—the one-of-a-kind never to be repeated human being God created you to be

--to love as you are loved, to throw your arms around the world, 

to shine like the sun.

Thankfully, 


we don’t have to do it alone.

We have each other 

and the saints that have gone to be with the Lord ahead of us

that great cloud of witnesses 

that surrounds us,



cheering us on

--even now




--in this very moment. 

The book of Revelation tells us 

that we “will need no lamp nor light of the sun, 

on the day we come face to face 
with Jesus Christ, 

the Lamb of God
--for the Lord God will give us light.” 

No more darkness! No more death! No more tears! How we look forward to that day!

Until that day comes, though, 
we will continue to be the church, 

Christ’s body for the world. 

“We are the fullness of him, 

who fills 

all in all.”
Today we have gathered to celebrate love and life
—to let the light of Christ shine

through the lives of those saints who are 
absent from the body and present with the Lord, 
and through us
—as we honor their lives. 
The light that shines in us is the same light 

that shines through our “kids”
—as they delight in having one day a year 
to be anybody they want to be
—and to get more candy 
than they ever 
dreamed possible!

May God continue to bless us

as we, 

together with all the saints,


 

do our best to praise Jesus Christ,





whose name is written on our foreheads, 






who has marked us sealed us as His own.

Jesus, Lamb of God,

you are our all in all.

And worthy is your name.

Let us now join our hearts and voices to sing the song included on the yellow insert: 

You Are My All in All.

