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Well autumn has definitely arrived in our part of the world. The days are 
getting shorter and at least a bit cooler. And as of early this morning, daylight 
savings time is over for the year. 

On the church=s calendar, this first Sunday of November each year is the 
celebration we call AAll Saints.@ Actually, AAll Saints Day@ is November the first. 
We just recognize the day on the first Sunday after that date.  

This is the time of year (for those of us in the northern hemisphere where 
European Christianity and its traditions developed) when it seems that the earth is 
slowly dying before our very eyes. The result of shortened days and cooler weather 
is that every growing thing is looking old and worn out. The world’s youthful 
vibrancy is gone, and every living thing  is returning to the color of the dust from 
which it came. 

And consequently, the people who have inhabited the lands in which we live 
have always been reminded of their own mortality at this time of year. So since the 
Achurch calendar@ is designed to Aconnect@ aspects of our physical and cultural 
realities with our faith in God, and the message of God=s love in Jesus Christ, this 
is where we end up. 

In the Springtime, we think of birth, and life, and growth, and our celebrations 
of Easter and Pentecost follow from those thoughts. But in the Autumn, we are 
particularly aware that life is transitory and impermanent, and the focus of our 
worship flows from that awareness. 

Of course, our western culture is also filled with legends and myths about 
nighttime horrors: witches and goblins, and Athings that go bump in the night.@ 
And it is not at all by coincidence that those legends are also connected with 
Autumn. It is a natural connection.  

This past week we also had our annual observance of AHallowe=en.@ Since 
there are some religious traditions that have very negative things to say about that 
“holiday,” I think it is important to be reminded of its “roots.” It really is a 
religious holiday. Halowe’en is meant to be a way that people - and children, in 
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particular - can Apoke fun@ at those old mystical legends. The night time is scary, 
especially to children. Night time coming earlier each day is scary. Thinking and 
talking about death is scary. And so Hallowe’en, the carnival on the Aeve of all 
hallows,@(or All Saints) is meant to help children deal with those ideas in a light-
hearted way, in preparation for coming to church the next day to hear people 
discuss their grief over the loss of loved ones, be reminded of their ancestors who 
are no longer among the living, and reflect on those individuals= contributions to 
the cause of God=s kingdom. 

And so, as the faithful have done now for centuries, we are challenged on this 
day to remember and give thanks for all those who have come before us, asking 
the questions: were their lives insignificant? Were their contributions irrelevant, 
and passing? And most importantly, can we conceive of God simply abandoning 
those souls at their deaths, and not somehow Acapturing@ the essence of their being 
and keeping it alive in His presence? 

We know the answer to those questions. They are at the core of our faith. 
They constitute what we call our AChristian hope.@ We believe that God=s kingdom 
is eternal. We believe that contributions toward the establishment of the kingdom 
are not in vain. We believe that life does not end with death - that the God who has 
cared for us all our days, will continue to care for us beyond the bounds of our 
current, limited vision, and our fleeting earthly existence. 

The Scriptures are filled with references to that hope. One of my favorites is 
Isaiah=s prophecy – particularly in light of the fact that Judaism really didn’t have a 
well-developed notion of an afterlife in his days. It wasn’t until the time between 
the Old and New Testament “eras” that some groups began to speak of a 
Aresurrection of the dead.@ And in the New Testament, there were different 
Aparties@ of the Jews, some of whom – most notably the Pharisees – did believe in 
such things, while other groups – most notably the Sadducees – emphatically 
rejected such Aradical@ new ideas. 

But centuries earlier, Isaiah had proclaimed, “On this mountain the LORD of 
hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wines, of 
rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear. And he will 
destroy on this mountain the shroud that is cast over all peoples, the sheet that is 
spread over all nations; he will swallow up death forever. Then the Lord GOD will 
wipe away the tears from all faces, and the disgrace of his people he will take away 
from all the earth, for the LORD has spoken.”  
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Those words were quite remarkable for Isaiah’s time. They don=t go so far as 
to speak of a life after death, but they proclaim that in the coming restoration, 
death itself will be consumed by God=s goodness and mercy. 

Isaiah  envisioned a Arestored earth,@ a new garden of Eden existence, in 
which God will gather the faithful together from every nation. The feast, he wrote, 
will be Afor all peoples.@  

By New Testament times, thought on the subject had developed much further, 
and in John=s apocalyptic vision at the close of the New Testament, the scene of 
Athe faithful gathered@ occurs in the heavenly realm, before the throne of God, in 
our reading from the Revelation. But again, the faithful come from every land and 
tongue, and are too numerous to be counted. They are gathered together at the 
“springs of the water of life,” where God has wiped away every tear from their 
eye.” 

And then of course, in chapter 21 at the conclusion of that book comes the 
vision of “New Jerusalem coming down from God  out of heaven.” So even in the 
apocalyptic vision, there is a final restoration of the world as it ought to be. 

But the reason for reading the text from the seventh chapter on All Saints Day 
is the verse that says, “these are they who have come out of the great ordeal (or the 
great tribulation in older translations). They have washed their robes and made 
them white in the blood of the lamb.@ 

The “ordeal,” in the Revelation, is a period of testing, characterized by 
struggles and the martyrdom of many believers. Some Christian traditions have a 
different interpretation of this text, but our understanding is that John was 
describing his own time, and the faithful who C like himself C  were being 
punished for their faith. 

John=s over-arching theme is that the struggles of this life are important and 
have value, because they are paving the way for the accomplishment of a greater 
purpose that we cannot now fully see or understand – but a time that is surely 
coming.  

The deeds of the great heroes of the faith are important, John proclaims. And 
so are the contributions of those who lived simple lives of faith in God=s service. 
Because every effort to help establish the kingdom moves us in the direction of that 
final fulfillment, and the gathering of all the faithful in God=s presence. 
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And that is what makes our readings from first John and Matthew also 
relevant on this day. The focus of both of those readings is those who do the Will 
of God. As Presbyterians, we have a propensity to focus on the negative – on our 
unworthiness, and our “constant need of God’s mercy and grace,” as I state 
unequivocally in my “Call to Confession” on most Sundays.  

But there are also ample reminders in the Scriptures of both the Old and New 
Testaments that there are people of faith out there who have done great things for 
the sake of the kingdom even if in small, ordinary ways – who have put God first 
in their lives, who have lived sacrificially, who have fought for what is good and 
right, who have both lived and taught the faith, and who, as Jesus said in the 
sermon on the mount, are “blessed.” Not perfect, to be sure. None of us “attains” 
perfection in this life. But still, blessed. And most certainly, worthy examples of 
how we should seek to live our lives, and serve God and others.  

I encourage you, this morning, to remember those from this community as 
well as from other places, who you have known, and whose earthly lives have now 
ended, as well as our “saints of the past” who made incredible sacrifices on behalf 
of those who would follow them. 

That remembrance is not a sad occasion. It is a celebration, because 
everything about the lives of those we remember confirms our Christian hope in an 
eternal existence.  

And not only that, but their memories also give us strength and courage to 
carry on and seek to fulfill our own life=s work and destiny in the challenging times 
in which we now exist. The examples of their faithful acts, their perseverance, their 
piety, stand before us to motivate us. 

Remember. And give thanks. And to God be the glory. 


