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All Saints’ Sunday

Sermon: “So Great a Cloud”
Scripture: Hebrews 12:1-3; 13-14
“Therefore, 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, 2 looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God.  Consider him who endured such hostility against himself from sinners, so that you may not grow weary or lose heart. 

…Therefore lift your drooping hands and strengthen your weak knees,  and make straight paths for your feet, so that what is lame may not be put out of joint, but rather be healed.” 

Today is the day our church calendar has designated as All Saints Sunday.
This is the day we, together with Christians all over the world, join our hearts to remember the saints of the church. 

Because we do this every year, we give particular attention to honor those who have passed away during the past year.

Today we will be remembering three:

Fred Woodford, Bill Mason, and Donna Stranak.

We will honor them one at a time by seeing their picture overhead, and I will give three descriptive words or phrases that come to my mind when I think of them. After all three have been remembered in this way, you will have opportunity to add your own words or phrases that you think describes these loved ones.  

[show photo of Fred]

Our brother in Christ, Fred Woodford, went to be with the Lord on ______________. 2009. The words that come to mind when I remember Fred are: dependable, fit, and sweet smile.
[show photo of Bill Mason]

Our brother in Christ, Bill Mason, went to be with the Lord on ________________, 2009. The words that come to mind when I remember Bill are patriotic, loyal, and generous.

[show photo of Donna Stranak]

Our sister in Christ, Donna Stranak, went to live with the Lord on ______________, 2009. The words that come to my mind when I think of Donna are gracious, caring, and loving everyone as family

These are our “saints”—
They remind us of God’s gift of grace. 
Along with the chorus of angels, they sing songs of praise on our behalf when we cannot find the words. 

Let’s now have a moment of silence to remember each of these, and then you may share words from your own thoughts.

We now have opportunity to pray, thanking God for these, our brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ. During this prayer, I will allow a time of silence in which all of us will have opportunity to name aloud others who are now living with the Lord—this may include those who have passed away previous to this past year and those who may or may not have been members of this congregation. Let us now pray a prayer of gratitude for all those loved ones God has brought into our lives.  

Prayer: Timeless God, we thank you for all those before us who have kept the faith to the end. We thank you for those we have known and loved. Hear now, the names of those we wish to honor by saying their names before you now: _______________________________

We pray also for those saints whose names are remembered only by you. Give us wisdom to understand your will and courage to live as your representatives on earth. This we pray in the name of Jesus Christ whose name is above all names, Amen.

So today, as we honor these loved ones on this special, it is good for us to be reminded of what it takes to be a “saint.” 
If you are like most others, “saint” is really not a part of your everyday vocabulary.

When I hear the word “saint,” the first thing that comes to mind is something I heard my mother say a time or two: “She is a true saint!” or “He is a true saint!” Now, from what I remember, my mother only used this phrase to describe a person who had “put up with a lot” from someone else in their life—most often, it was someone he or she was married to! The memory of hearing her say these words has stayed with me. 

Even so, when I think of the word “saint” I see a different picture in my mind: It is that of an angelic child with a sweet smile on her face, and over her head is a halo—a somewhat crooked one. 

This image serves a constant reminder to me--that no one is perfect—not even a “saint!”

If this is true, then what makes a “saint” a “saint”?

This is the question we will explore today.

And Scripture is always the best place to start. Let’s take a closer look…

When we look to the Bible, 

we learn that in the Greek, the word is always plural.

 Literally, “saints” means, “God’s holy ones.” 
But before we begin to automatically exclude 
ourselves and others from this category, 
let’s see how the word is used in Scripture.

In his letter to the church at Ephesus, the apostle Paul has written:

“You are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone.  In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built together spiritually into a dwelling place for God.” 

This message is for us too.
According to Scripture, all Christians are God’s holy people.
--not so because we have made ourselves holy 

but because God is holy.

And because we belong to God,

God’s holiness becomes our holiness 
Perhaps this illustration will bring this truth to light for us: 

First we need to imagine four stained glass windows on the wall of our sanctuary. The first window is red, the next one is blue, then a green one, and then a yellow. 
The sun is shining today, and a wonderful light is coming through these four windows. 
A pastor and a little girl are walking through the sanctuary together, admiring the windows. The pastor is explaining the four stained glass windows to the little girl. He says, “This first window with all the reds is dedicated to St. Matthew and it has a picture of St. Matthew on it. The second window with all the blues is dedicated to St. Mark and it has a picture of St. Mark, the second of our gospels. The third window with all the greens is dedicated to St. Luke and has a picture of St. Luke on it. The fourth window with all the yellows is dedicated to St. John and has a picture of St. John in it. All the windows are so beautiful, especially with the sunlight shining through them.” And the little girl says, “I know what a saint is?” “Yes,” replied the pastor. “A saint is somebody that the light shines through.” Yes, the pastor said, “the light of God does shine through the saints! It shines through all who let the light of Christ shine through them. It shines through you and it shines through me. That makes us all saints! A saint is a person through whom the light of God shines.

Perhaps this is the truest definition of a saint

—one which also leads us to ask another question: 

“What does this look like in a practical sense. 

And what do saints actually do?”
Well, some would say that saints inspire us 
and lift us up to be better people. 
A wonderful example has come to us from the lives of Dr. David Livingston and Henry Stanley:

Dr. David Livingston was a famous missionary in Africa. After he had been there awhile in the heart of Africa he disappeared for a time into the jungles. His friend Henry Stanley went on a search for him, and after a lengthy search, finally found Dr. Livingston. His remark upon locating him has given us a famous line from history. “Dr. Livingston, I presume?” It turns out that during the three months that the two men had been together, Dr. Livingston had made a great impression upon the life of Henry Stanley, who later wrote his memoirs, saying: “Dr. Livingston made me a Christian and he didn’t even know he was doing it. He inspired me by the way he lived his life.” 

Hopefully, we have all know persons like this.

--ordinary people

who have inspired us to live a life of holiness. 

They are windows 
through whom the light of God has shown
--inspiring us by the way they live their lives, 
causing us to want to be just like them. 

Saints are not perfect people.

They are ordinary people who possess qualities that we admire
--to us, God’s light will shine through them forever.

And this leads us directly into this morning’s Scripture 
in which the author informs us that 


we are surrounded by a great a cloud of witnesses!
[expound]

So according to Scripture, 

it is possible for persons to cheer us on from the other side. 

We can imagine in our mind’s eye

these loved ones grouped together in the great cloud saying to us, 

"Go for it. You can do it. We believe in you." 

Those who have gone to be with the Lord 
can still see us and are aware what is going on in our lives.
[expound]

Church leader Thomas Merton 
explains this in a way that is most helpful, 
claiming that “our relationship is not over with those who have died, 
it is changed.” 
“Even though they are gone from our sight,” Merton explains, 
“we are still connected to one another. 
Scripture teaches us that they surround us like a cloud. 
The author of the Hebrew letter reminds us of what we should therefore be doing:
since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, we should lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely and run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.
On an All Saints Day sometime in the future, 
each of our photos may be displayed on this screen. 
When that day comes, what words will the congregation use to describe us?

What words do we hope persons will use in describing us?

Will we too be remembered with fondness and gratitude 
and thanksgiving on that All Saints' Day 
10, 20, 40 years from now?

If so, it makes sense 
that we should be developing certain traits and qualities
 that Jesus has set before us.

There is no better time than now 
to look seriously at ourselves 
and determine if we are becoming the person we want to be, 
the person God intended for each of us to be. 

I believe that God is calling me to lead you into taking the first step now.

[lead in exercise—write 3 words or phrases on back of worship bulletin. Instruct to share with someone they know and trust-to help keep them on track…]

Do not grow weary or lose heart. 

We have a great cloud of witnesses cheering us on toward our goal.

Therefore let us lift our drooping hands and strengthen our weak knees,  

and make straight paths for our feet,

 so that what is lame may not be put out of joint,

 but rather be healed.” 

Then we will be windows for Christ! 

His light will shine through us brilliantly 

so all the world to can see God’s love. 

May kindness, compassion, mercy, peace, humility, generosity, 
and graciousness characterize all of our lives. Amen. 
