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One of the greatest joys I have as a pastor is to learn alongside our young people in their confirmation classes.  Sometimes, they ask me questions that are in themselves wiser than any answer I could give.  Joshua asked me a question just last week, and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it.  Joshua is much more thoughtful and wise than you might expect from a seventh grade boy.  We had been talking about the story of Elijah, which you might remember from last week, and how God’s punishment was carried out against unfaithful people through the prophet Elijah.  In light of that death and judgment, Joshua asked me what he was supposed to believe.  Is he supposed to believe that God is love, always forgiving and patient, or is he supposed to believe that God is full of vengeance and wrath, killing those who have done wrong?  He’d always heard that God is love, but it sounds like God isn’t always very loving.  He wasn’t sure he wanted to follow that kind of God very much.

And who can blame him?  In a world that is filled with loss, pain, suffering, injustice, hurt, violence, sickness, and death, how can we not wonder what kind of God we have?  Which one of us has never wondered if all God does is judge and destroy?  We are faced with death every single day.  If God truly is love, why does life hurt so much?  Joshua’s question is our question: is God loving, or vengeful?


We hear an answer among the words of our reading for today.  The prophet Hosea speaks God’s word to the nation of Israel in the midst of wars, chaos, and threats of destruction.  Hosea declares boldly that God has judged Israel for its lack of faithfulness, and it must be punished for its sins.  The people will go into exile, they will be oppressed, they will suffer – and they should, because they have worshiped false gods and forgotten the God who brought them out of slavery in Egypt and protected them.  This is truly judgment, spoken by a God who demands righteousness.
But even in the midst of this judgment, there is hope.  God still loves his people so dearly.  God sings about feeding Israel like a little child, nuzzling her to his cheek like a father doting over his infant daughter.  This is not a God filled with anger – this is a God of love and mercy.  God promises to his people, even as they are suffering, “I am God and no mortal, the Holy One in your midst, and I will not come in wrath.”  God is committed to his people; though there is suffering and death, even more than that, there is love.


In this is the answer to Joshua’s question.  Is God loving or vengeful?  Here is the truth shared with us by Hosea.  It is the Lord “who has torn, and he will heal us; he has struck down, and he will bind us up.”  In other words: while there is great hurt in this world, God’s love is truly present in its midst.  God’s story is not neat and clean, it is not either/or, it cannot be sanitized into simplicity.  Although there is death, and the loss it leaves in its wake, there are still God’s promises for redemption and hope through Jesus Christ.  God’s actions in this world, in the lives of all the faithful saints gathered here today and those who have already gone on to their glory, are neither all judgment or all love.  And this, my friends, this is good news.
The truth about God, Hosea tells us, is that God is not always happy, because the truth about us is that we’re broken and sinful.  Our actions have consequences.  The payment for sin is death, and so we are all condemned to death.  But the truth is that we get to tell the truth about that.  Sometimes, God is angry.  Sometimes, we mess up.  Sometimes, there is suffering.  Sometimes, even saints aren’t very saintly.  But the truth is, they’re still saints.

Saints are saints not because of any work they have done, but because the power of God in their lives spills out into everything they say and do.  Saints are saints not because they’re better than anyone else, but because God has made them to be saints.  Saints are saints not because they’re somehow holier than you, but because they have been called by God, blessed by the presence of the Holy Spirit, fully redeemed by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ our Savior.  Listen carefully, friends, because the truth about saints is that you are a saint.


You might not feel like a saint.  You might actually feel like a mess.  You might look at your life and think that there is no possible way that the word “saint” could apply to you.  Well, frankly, God doesn’t care what you think.  God makes you into a saint, because the gracious God who loves you, who sent his own Son to suffer death so that you might live, this God has claimed you, all of you, and is committed to making you his very own child, no matter how much you might blow it.

Think of the stories of faithful people that we’ve read together this fall, stories of the saints who have gone before us.  Abraham and his inability to trust – the Israelites and their dissatisfaction with God’s providence – Elijah and his lack of confidence.  All these saints hearing God’s word in God’s very presence, plagued by brokenness.  It is right for us to hear these stories of our ancestors, the saints of faith who have gone before us, and to learn about how much and how often they messed up.  They were human.  They were saints, going only by the grace of God and just as susceptible to sin, pride, doubt, failure, mistakes, and frustration as we are.  That is why we need to hear these stories.  We need to hear them in their full truth, warts and all.  These stories of faith are our stories.

The names of the saints we read earlier in this service were not saints because of their perfect behavior.  They are saints because they belong to God.  The saints you know in your lives – family members who have died, men and women whose lives inspired you, historical figures who call you to greater love and service – they are not saints because they’re somehow better than you.  They are saints because God has been active in their lives.  Their lives were messy, as are ours, and God is at work in us all in judgment as well as forgiveness.  God’s story is not perfect because life is not perfect – good, indeed very good, but not perfect, and neither are we.  And still, whether in life or in death, we belong to God.  


Our stories cannot be cleaned up.  They are complicated.  And I will tell you the truth: they don’t get cleaned up when we die, as much as we might try.  The truth about saints is that their imperfections aren’t erased in death.  It’s actually better than that.  The truth about saints is that, after we die, God accepts us just as we are, worthy of judgment though we may be.  It is in the life, death, and resurrection of Christ that we are made into saints.
For all the saints, whose stories remind us of the brokenness of life and the perfection of God’s grace; for God’s word, which rightly labels us both sinners and saints; and for the love of Christ, which claims us in life and in death as God’s beloved children, thanks be to God.
