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The sermon today was first titled “Grief or Gratitude.”  Based on the election this week, some of us have been weighed down with grief and others may be lifted up with gratitude.  But today at church, we’ve all come together to express gratitude for the saints among us, those who are “visible and invisible.”  The saints always give us hope.
 

Today we observe All Saints Sunday, but this past Monday was All Saints Day.  On that day we had a little luncheon at the church, given by the church staff, honoring the Monday morning sewing circle, the group that works all year long preparing for the annual fall bazaar—which was held yesterday, and a great success, thanks to all of you. 
 

As the group of ladies arrived for the luncheon in the fellowship hall on Monday, we held a little ceremony.  We placed a gold colored garland on the head of each member of the sewing group, and we called their names:  “St. Jenny, Saint Helen, Saint Mary, Saint Margaret, Saint Nancy, Saint Ruth, Saint Augusta, and on and on.”  Then just before saying the blessing for the food, we sang a rousing verse of “When the Saints Go Marching In.”
 

We held this happy ceremony because the Bible teaches that a saint is any believer in Jesus Christ.  A saint is any person “who is forgiven and who acts as a forgiven person, and who lives by grace.”  (Dean Lueking, Christian Century, October 21, 1998)  Paul writes to the Ephesians, “I have heard of your faith and your love toward ALL THE SAINTS.”  (Eph. 1:15)  Today at the church door you received a name tag that says “Saint_____,” and you were asked to sign your name:  “Saint Andy, Saint Alice, Saint Stuart, Saint Worth, and Saint Kathy.”
 

I suspect that some of you were reluctant to refer to yourself as a saint.  (This morning I heard that one person wrote their name on the Saint name tag, with a question mark after their name.)  We can hear ourselves saying, “Oh, I’m no saint.  She’s no saint.”  We usually think of a saint as someone who is perfect, with no faults and no bad habits.  But that view is not the biblical view.  We are all saints—believers, followers of Jesus.
 

Saints are ordinary people.  You find them everywhere you go, especially in church.  I know a theology professor who each year coached his graduates as they were headed into their first church as pastors.  He would say something like, “I hope you’re ready for this.  You will find people in your church who will love you no matter what happens, even when you make big mistakes.  Oh, they’ll be honest with you.  But some days you will look in the mirror, and you think, ‘Nobody but God and some parent would ever love this.’  But the members of your church will keep on loving you.  They will be there for you—to encourage you and support you.”  (Fred Craddock)  
 

That’s what the saints do.  They stand beside us; they cheer us on; they believe in us and love us.  They keep on lighting our path.
 

Henri Nouwen was a teacher, writer and lecturer, who taught at Harvard, Yale and Notre Dame.  He left academia to work at Daybreak, a community in Toronto where he helped care for people who had severe mental disabilities.  He wrote a little book called The Road to Daybreak; and in that book Henri tells a story of going to give a lecture in a major city.  He would be gone from the Daybreak community for several days.  After leaving on these various trips, he found that his disabled friends would weep when he left, thinking he was not coming back.  So, he started taking one of the mentally disabled people with him on each of his trips.  This time he took Bill Van Buren with him.  They entered the big lecture hall together, as Henri was introduced with great applause.
 

Henri then introduced Bill, and Bill stood proudly.  There was some modest applause.  Then to his surprise, Bill came up on stage with him.  Henri wasn’t sure what to expect.  He started his lecture, using a manuscript, as Bill stood beside him.  As Henri finished each page, Bill would reach over, take the page, and proudly place it on top of the preceding page.  At the end of the lecture, everyone cheered.  Henri’s lecture was a great success.  But then to his surprise, Bill leaned over and whispered in Henri’s ear, “I’d like to say something.”  Henri thought, “Gosh, he’s going to embarrass himself.  I don’t want this to happen.”  But, at another level, Henri knew in his heart that he himself might be embarrassed.  Finally, he said, “Sure, Bill.”
 

Bill moved to the podium.  He looked out over the large audience.  With his shoulders thrown back, he said, “Hello.  My name is Bill. The last time Henri left Daybreak he took Steve with him.  This time he asked me.  I’m very happy to be here.  Thank you very much.”
 

The audience broke out in a thunderous applause.  Everybody stood up and clapped for a good three minutes.  Bill stood there, smiling.  If you asked anyone in that big auditorium what Henri Nouwen said that day, they might not remember too much of his speech.  But you can bet your last dollar that they would all remember Bill Van Buren.  They would remember him proudly turning those pages.  They would remember his simple words and the look on his face.  They would remember the love he had for Henri.  They would remember Bill.
 

Today on All Saints Sunday we are remembering the people who turn the pages of life for us.  We all have page turners, those who stand by our side, smiling, proud of us, loving us through our time on the stage of life.
 

Jesus gave us Beatitudes that taught us how to be his followers, that is, how to be a saint.  These are not entrance requirements for the Christian life.   They are about how to be poor in spirit, to grieve, to hunger and thirst for holiness, to show mercy, to be peacemakers, to take a stand for what is right regardless of the opposition. (from Fr. David McBriar)
 

The saints are people who help turn the pages of your life.  They are ordinary people who are proud of your successes; they are sad when you leave home.  They quietly lift you up; they show you what the love of Jesus is all about.  They are saints, ordinary people who say, “Hello, my name is Bill.  I came with Henri.  I came with Pat and Sam, with Jim and Anne, with Lib and Cliff.  I came with June.  I came with Dick.  I’m very happy to be here.  Thank you very much.”
 

Amen.
 

 

 

 

Acknowledgment:  I am indebted to Fr. David McBriar for the Henri Nouwen story and commentary on the story.  “Turning the Pages of Life” in FORGET SOMETHING:  Homilies for Travelers.
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