All Saints Sunday, 2007
Daniel 7:1-3, 15-18 

    In the first year of King Belshazzar of Babylon, Daniel had a dream and visions of his head as he lay in bed. Then he wrote down the dream: I, Daniel, saw in my vision by night the four winds of heaven stirring up the great sea, and four great beasts came up out of the sea, different from one another. 

    As for me, Daniel, my spirit was troubled within me, and the visions of my head terrified me. I approached one of the attendants to ask him the truth concerning all this. So he said that he would disclose to me the interpretation of the matter: "As for these four great beasts, four kings shall arise out of the earth.  But the holy ones of the Most High shall receive the kingdom and possess the kingdom forever--forever and ever." 

Ephesians 1:11-23 

In Christ we have also obtained an inheritance, having been destined according to the purpose of him who accomplishes all things according to his counsel and will, so that we, who were the first to set our hope on Christ, might live for the praise of his glory. In him you also, when you had heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and had believed in him, were marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit; this is the pledge of our inheritance toward redemption as God's own people, to the praise of his glory. I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the saints, and for this reason I do not cease to give thanks for you as I remember you in my prayers. I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know him, so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe, according to the working of his great power. God put this power to work in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come.  And he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all. 

Luke 6:20-31 

    Then he looked up at his disciples and said: "Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled. Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh. Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile you, and defame you on account of the Son of Man. Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, for surely your reward is great in heaven; for that is what their ancestors did to the prophets. But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation.  Woe to you who are full now, for you will be hungry. Woe to you who are laughing now, for you will mourn and weep. Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that is what their ancestors did to the false prophets. But I say to you that listen, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. If anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also; and from anyone who takes away your coat do not withhold even your shirt. Give to everyone who begs from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do not ask for them again. Do to others as you would have them do to you. 
Drawn to the Light


Paul D. Erickson
“Rest eternal grant them, O Lord, and let light perpetual shine upon them.” These ancient words from the funeral mass, which we just heard sung as a part of the Rutter Requiem by the choir, have struck a chord deep within my heart this week, in the light of the tragic death of Katharine Ann Olson. I’m sure by now you are all familiar with the basic details of the story, how the 24 year old daughter of Pastor Rolf and Nancy Olson was shot and killed after responding to an internet ad placed on a popular website. I’m not altogether sure why this story has hit me so hard. I never met Katharine, and, while I like and respect her father, who until recently served as a pastor in Cottage Grove and was the dean of our conference, I don’t know him all that well. 

All the same, when I received an email written by Rolf and forwarded by our bishop last Saturday and as I read the newspaper accounts and heard the story again and again on the TV and radio, a deep, deep sadness came over me. Perhaps it was because this was such a senseless tragedy, such a waste to have lost this beautiful, vibrant and talented young woman. Perhaps it was because it is so easy for me to place myself in Rolf’s shoes, and imagining what it would be like to lose one of my own children, or my wife, or a loved one like this is almost too much to bear. Or perhaps it was because I know that the news media, like most all of us, will soon move on from this story, as our attention will be drawn to other matters, but for the Olson family, and for all those who were close to Katharine, there is a hole in their lives that will never be filled. In the midst of such great turmoil and darkness, the ancient prayer for peace and light has never seemed more poignant or more needed. 


Most all of us know someone who has died, most all of us have lost a loved one in our lives, and while the pain of these losses may diminish over time, there remains a longing for rest eternal, and light perpetual, for our loved ones, to be sure, but also, if we are honest, for ourselves, as well. We pray that the peace of God, which passes all our attempts at understanding will indeed rest upon us, and that the light of Christ, which brings us strength for today and hope for tomorrow, will indeed shine on and around and through us. 


So we light candles, today and at other times, in memory, in thanksgiving, and in hope. The candles we lit this morning for all those who have died in this faith community over the past 12 months remind us of their lives and their witness, and we are invited to give thanks for the love that they shared and the joy that their lives brought to our lives. Of course, there are many other occasions on which we light candles as a part of our ritual observances. We light candles at our birthdays as we give thanks for another year of life. We light a candle at our baptism, giving thanks for God’s free gift of love and grace. Many of us light a candle at our weddings, giving thanks for God’s presence at this new chapter in our lives. 

We also light candles, whenever we light them, in hope. We hope that God will indeed bless our marriages; we hope that our baptismal faith will grow stronger throughout our lives; we hope that the number of candles on our birthday cakes will continue to grow; and we hope, more deeply and more fervently than anything else, that the light of our loved ones will continue to shine, if not in our world, then most certainly in the world to come. 


We realize all too well that the lights of these candles, like our own lives, are fragile, and they can be extinguished in an instant. But we who are called to be a people of hope cling to the truth that even a darkened candle can be a sign of hope as it waits to be lit once more. This is the promise of our faith, the gift from our God described by Paul as he wrote to the Ephesians, “I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know him, so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you.” 


This is the hope described by Pastor Olson in the email he sent us last week. He shared a story about Robert Schuller, who once wrote a condolence note to a man after the man's wife died. Schuller said he would pray for the widower “in his loss.” The grieving husband replied: “My wife is not lost. I know exactly where to find her.” Pastor Olson concludes, “I hold onto this promise now with a vengeance.”


“Rest eternal grant them, O Lord, and let light perpetual shine upon them.” None of us knows when these words will be said over us, none of us knows whose names will be read at next year’s All Saints observance. But we are a people of hope, and we are drawn to the light, regardless of whatever darkness may be surrounding us. Whether it be the darkness of a life coming to an end, or the darkness of a troubled relationship that seems beyond repair, or the darkness of an uncertain future, or the darkness of a challenge that is simply overwhelming, we cling to the promise that the light of God’s love shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not, will not, can not overcome it.  Unfortunately, we all know that the light does not eliminate the darkness, and the pain and struggle that too often fill our lives will not disappear quickly or easily. But darkness, and death, and despair are not allowed to have the final word, for that word belongs to our God, and God’s promise to us is that word will be a word of peace, and light, and hope, and love. This word shines for all the world to see, drawing us in and sending us out, until that day when darkness is banished forever. Thanks be to God; amen.
