God’s Saints- Living for God’s Glory!
All Saints Sunday

Daniel 7, Eph. 1:11-23, Luke 6:20-31

Dear friends in Christ,


Every year, the church sets aside a day we call All Saints Sunday.  For centuries, All Saints Day has been on November 1st, and All Saints Sunday is the Sunday following that day.  Now, I think one can legitimately ask the question, “What’s this day about?”  What does it mean, why do we do it?  The answer would be clearer if we were of the Roman Catholic tradition.  In their tradition, there is a process by which Christians of exceptional character and service, such as Mother Teresa, can officially be recognized as “saints.”  But we don’t have anything similar in our tradition.   I’m reminded of the old joke about  

the five‑year‑old girl who was visiting her grandfather one Saturday afternoon. Grandpa said, “Amy, I wish you could stay the night so you could go to church with me tomorrow.” Amy asked, “Why are you going to church tomorrow, Grandpa?”  “Because it’s All Saints’ Sunday!” answered the grandfather.  “But Grandpa,” Amy said, “we’re not saints, we’re Lutherans!”   Well, the meaning of All Saints Sunday may be a bit fuzzy in Lutheran  minds, so what I’d like to do today is take a look at the appointed lessons and try and provide an answer to the question, “what’s this day about?”


The first thing that struck me about the lessons is that they are first and foremost about God and God’s gracious activity, and only secondarily, about us.  They point to and praise God for what God has done or will do, and only after doing that, do they provide some practical guidance for us.  So the starting point for understanding All Saints is not us, but God.

In the first lesson Daniel has a dream.   It’s a scary, terrifying dream.  Winds are stirring up the great sea and out of the sea come four great beasts.  It’s really a nightmare, and it troubles Daniel so much he asks for help in understanding the dream.  An attendant tells him that the four beasts are four kings that will arise.  It suggests that there will be great political turmoil and unrest among these four nations.  But then he says, “But the holy ones of the Most High shall receive the kingdom and possess the kingdom forever- forever and ever.”  Our God is a great God.  Those who follow God have this great promise of an everlasting kingdom.  In a week when our country has just completed mid-term elections, it is good to be reminded that no political kingdom of any shape or size, no ruler good or bad, can take the kingdom away from those that have faith in God.

In the second lesson, Paul speaks first about an inheritance we have all received when we set our hope on Christ.  God redeems us and makes us part of God’s own people.  In him we are saved, receive the promise of eternal life,  and are marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit.  What a great promise and hope that is!  Now Jesus, our savior, reigns in heaven over all the earth, above every authority and power and dominion.   It is there we place our trust. 


And then in the gospel, we see again what a loving and gracious God we have.  Jesus says the blessed ones are the poor, the hungry, the weeping, and the persecuted.  Nobody wants to be in that position, nor is it acceptable to allow that to happen, but where it does, God is there.  God has compassion for those in need.  There is hope in seemingly hopeless situations, for God is there.  On the other hand, Jesus has no time for the self-absorbed rich that have no concern for the poor, hungry, and weeping.  He is warning them that such an attitude is unacceptable. God is loving and compassionate and so we are also called to be.


All Saints begins with God and is really a day to praise God for God’s gracious activity in the world.  God loves the world, God redeems the world in Christ, 
God has compassion for the world, God promises believers the kingdom, and God gives us hope.  We are reminded of all this good news on this day.


So the proper starting point for All Saints is God.  For without God’s grace, there would be no saints to celebrate.  All Saints is about God, and then it is about those that follow God.  And that  means, it is about us.  When Paul uses the word “saints,” he’s talking about the living, breathing, Christians of his day.  The Ephesians to whom he writes are the saints, and he praises them for their love for all the saints, for all their fellow believers.  And what does Paul want for all these saints?  In verse 17 and 18, he prays that they might know God, have hope and experience God’s power in their lives.  That’s the life of a saint.  That’s the life of faith.  And that life is what he would pray for us as well.   May we all know God, live with hope, and experience God’s power in our lives.

In the gospel, Jesus takes the life of a saint one step further with some very practical instruction.  “Love your enemies.”  “Do good to those who hate you.” “If anyone strikes you on one cheek, offer the other also.”   “Give more than what’s required.” “Do to others as you would have them do to you.”  


I receive by e-mail a daily devotion from Luther Seminary, which is written by pastors and other church leaders who are Luther Seminary graduates.  I thought the following devotion by Pastor Shelly Cunningham from Zumbro Lutheran Church in Rochestor, MN.  captured these words of Jesus well.  

She writes, “I have three children, ages 7, 10 and 13. I would like to say they get along, but to be honest, too often it feels like we live in a war zone. When things get out of hand, I try to gently remind them, "we don't do that in this house." Except that, clearly, we do. My children bicker, snipe and tattle. I lose my patience, threaten and yell. My reminders that "we're all on the same family team" don't seem to make a difference.

          Here Jesus exhorts the people to love your enemies, turn the other cheek, and pray for those who persecute you. It's a call to act in a way that's counter to what the world too often sees. It would be nice to think that members of God's family don't need this reminder. Except that, clearly, we do. Within the church we bicker and snipe and tattle, lose our patience and threaten and sometimes even yell.
         We need these words of Jesus now more than ever. But more than that, we need Jesus to show us how to do them ... and to forgive us when we don't.”

So All Saints is first about what God has done, and then it is about what we will do, in response to what God has first done for us.  We are now the ones who are carrying the baton in the relay of life.  We are the ones who are called to live the faith and pass the faith on to those that will follow.  Do we do so perfectly?  Of course not.  Do our churches? Hardly.  But we continue the race by faith, trusting  in God’s love, grace, and forgiveness, and believing that God may, indeed, use even us.

And finally all Saints Sunday is also a day to remember those that have gone before us to the church triumphant.   The Christian faith continues to exist because people before us have passed on the faith through their words and their actions.  It began with the first disciples, spread out from Jerusalem because of people like the Apostle Paul, and continued to move throughout the world because of the faithful witness of many.

Every one of us has been influenced by someone whom God used to bring us to faith.  That person or persons may have passed on to be with the Lord in heaven, or may be very much alive today.  But God has used faithful people who have touched our lives and made God’s love real to us.  It’s good to remember these people, and to give thanks for the gift of faith they have passed on to us.  On All Saints we remember that we do not walk the journey of faith alone.  Many have gone before us, many walk beside us, many will follow.  And so to conclude this message, what I’d like us each to do is to come forward and light a candle in memory or in honor of a person or persons who has been a saint to you.   It could be a mother or father, a grandmother or grandfather, a Sunday school teacher, a youth leader, a pastor.  It could be a special friend, a Christian musician whose music touched you, perhaps a Christian author. God has used someone to touch your life and to share with you God’s love.  I will light two candles, thinking of two or more people that have touched my life, and then feel free to come forward and do the same.  When you return to your seats, please remain standing as you are able.  After everyone has returned,  I’ll conclude with a prayer in remembrance of the saints, and then we’ll sing together 8:45, “For All the Saints” or   11:00 “I Can only Imagine”   

Let us remember all the saints before God.


We praise and thank you, O God.  You have loved us and redeemed us and blessed us with the gospel of salvation.  You have shown your church that it is an ageless communion of saints.  We thank you for each person or persons represented by these candles lit before us.  Each, in their own way, has been a light to us and to the world.  We thank you for gathering those who faithfully waited in hope for the redemption you promised, and now for adding us who celebrate the love of Christ for the redemption of the world.  Prepare a place for us among those who are already with you.  Help us remember them as an encouragement to saintly living, exciting us to love, in anticipation of an eternal reunion.  Through Christ our Lord we pray.  Amen
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