These texts are not particularly easy to hear.  There is so much crying in them.  It’s practically the only thing we can hear.  Isaiah talks about the tears on all faces.  There are tears in the eyes of all people in Revelation.  Mary is weeping, and all the people around her, and eventually even Jesus himself cries.  These texts are wet with tears.  These readings remind us of the pain of death, and the constancy of loss – as if we need reminding.

And that pain can easily become an overwhelming feeling on this day.  Today we remember not just all those that we have lost in the past year, but those whom we have lost throughout our lives.  It’s inevitable.  We cannot think about death and loss without thinking about someone in particular, no matter how long ago they died.  I can look at you all right now, and I know there is someone you’re thinking of.  Hearing these words from scripture, commemorating All Saints Day, it probably brings that loss back for you.  You can probably each say a name of someone right now for whom the loss is still raw, no matter how long ago it was.  Someone who, for you, the simple thought brings back tears.

For me, one of those people is Millie.  Millie was my confirmation mentor when I was a high school sophomore.  Millie was at least 65 years older than me, and a solid six inches shorter – both of which are pretty impressive.  My friends and I called this spitfire of a little old lady “Millie the Adventurer”, because in spite of everything – tiny stature, age, osteoporosis, and almost no hearing, the woman could not stay still.  She was at least 80 when she took a trip through the Holy Land, the Middle East, and North Africa – and it wasn’t her first trip.

My pastor matched me up with her for confirmation.  However, I couldn’t see that I had anything in common with her.  She was a world traveler and I’d never been on a plane.  She was old and wise, and I was young and stupid.  She was a woman of deep, earnest, loyal faith – and I was just a kid who didn’t know what to believe.  I remember the first time we really met as mentor and mentee – over coffee at her kitchen table, where she gave me her copy of one of her favorite devotionals.  It was a gift I didn’t feel like I deserved.

In fact, there was much of Millie that I didn’t feel like I deserved.  She loved me so well.  Even after I was confirmed and her official duties were over, she always sent me cards and notes.  She regularly reminded me and my parents that she prayed for me daily – and that woman was a prayer warrior.  Her faith, her wisdom, her conviction, her support was an influential part of my call process.  I owe her a debt of gratitude for the life, faith, and service that she modeled for me.

I could not come home for her funeral.  I could only send her a note that my dad read to her at her bedside.  I have felt palpably the loss of her in my life.  And even though she died years ago, remembering that she is gone still brings tears.  Just this summer, during the churchwide assembly, I was distributing communion after I preached.  I felt exhausted after a sermon in front of an unfamiliar crowd, and was not on my toes.  A man I didn’t recognize said something I couldn’t catch, so he repeated it.  He said: “Millie would be so proud.”  I read his nametag – it was Millie’s son-in-law.  What could I do but cry?

I might have cried then, but as I think about it, there really is a lot I could be doing in Millie’s memory.  Crying certainly is one of them, but I’m not sure that’s all Millie would’ve wanted me to do whenever I thought of her.  I believe she would want me to think of her and start living the life that I so respected about her.  I could honor Millie’s life and memory in the way I love and care for others.  I could serve both God and neighbor with integrity, just like she did.  I could celebrate the faith she nurtured in me, the faith in God that carried her through life and that I’m certain she is now celebrating with all the saints in light.

We Lutheran don’t do so well with the idea of saints.  We hear saints and we think icons, incense, penance – things that feel foreign for us.  But saints aren’t just pictures frozen in time, or people in some unattainable lifestyle.  Saints are people all around us.  Saints are believers like you and me.  Saints are those for whom faith is not just something to be talked about, but for whom faith is to be lived.  Saints are real people whose lives have a real effect on ours, and we need to learn how to see that.  

Think again about the lessons we read this morning, and look past the crying.  Do you know what Lazarus does in the next chapter after Jesus raises him?  Lazarus serves a meal with his sisters.  When he is raised and unbound, he is freed from death and serves others joyfully.  Lazarus’ new life makes a new life of freedom and service possible for him and his sisters.  Do you hear the words of Isaiah and Revelation?  All tears will be wiped away and death will be no more.  We sometimes think of this just as a promise for us when we are with the saints in the life to come, but this promise is for us and the saints in this life as well.  We are not just freed from death and pain eventually, but now.  Today.  Every day.

When God says, “I make all things new”, it’s a promise.  That’s not a promise just for some time in the future, but a promise to you, for you, right now.  God will wipe away your tears, whether you cry them today or tomorrow years from now.  God will continue to make all things new, and that includes you.  God is daily making you new, granting you freedom.  God is giving you new life for you each day, even as you look forward to the new life we will all see in heaven someday.  And you are being made new for something.

The lives of the saints remind us of this renewal and call us to it.  For me, Millie’s life, love, and service inspire me, remind me of the life God is daily calling me to lead.  It is not enough for me to miss her.  God’s promises about destroying death are real, and that means I can live a life here and now where death does not control me – not Millie’s death, not my own death, not the whole power of death for any of us.  It does not matter.  It is gone.  God is making all things new, for me and for you and for all this world, and I want to be a part of it.  God wants you to be a part of it.

Today, as we recognize the saints that have gone before us, we are reminded that God is wiping away all our tears.  God is working in us to destroy death.  God is renewing us constantly, freeing us from the sin, death, and guilt that weigh us down.  God is making all things new – here and now, in this very place.  We are surrounded by the life and witness of all the saints, encouraging us to trust God’s promises and allow God to make us new.  God, who wipes away your tears today and every day to come, tells us that together with all the saints, we have nothing to fear.  We have been made new.  Thanks be to God.

