All Saints Sunday, 2006






Paul D. Erickson
Isaiah 25:6-9 

    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.  [7] 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.  [8] 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. [9] It will be said on that day,

       
Lo, this is our God; we have waited for him, so that he might save us.  This is the Lord 
for whom we have waited; let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation. 

Rev. 21:1-6 

    Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. [2] And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. [3] And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying,

    "See, the home of God is among mortals.

    He will dwell with them;

    they will be his peoples,

    and God himself will be with them; 

    [4] he will wipe every tear from their eyes.

    Death will be no more;

    mourning and crying and pain will be no more,

    for the first things have passed away." 

    [5] And the one who was seated on the throne said, "See, I am making all things new." Also he said, "Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true." [6] Then he said to me, "It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.” 

John 11:32-44 

    When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, "Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died." [33] When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. [34] He said, "Where have you laid him?" They said to him, "Lord, come and see." [35] Jesus began to weep. [36] So the Jews said, "See how he loved him!" [37] But some of them said, "Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?" 

    [38] Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying against it. [39] Jesus said, "Take away the stone." Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, "Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead four days." [40] Jesus said to her, "Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?" [41] So they took away the stone. And Jesus looked upward and said, "Father, I thank you for having heard me. [42] I knew that you always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you sent me." [43] When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, "Lazarus, come out!" [44] The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, "Unbind him, and let him go." 

The God Side

I was washing dishes the other day, a few days before Halloween, while my two kids, David and Sarah, were working on a project nearby.  “Daddy,” my six year old daughter asked, “What’s the meaning of Halloween?”  10 year old David interjected, “It’s candy, Sarah.”  “No, David,” Sarah persisted, “What’s the God side of Halloween?”  Again, David tried to answer her question, saying “There is no God side.  It’s just about candy.”  I then tried to answer her question, and the best I could do off the top of my head was something like, “Well, Halloween is the day before All Saints Day, when we remember all the people who have died.  Some people like to dress up in scary costumes to remind us, in part, that there is nothing we need to be afraid of, because God is always with us.”  Sarah smugly smiled at her brother and said, “See, I told you there was a God side.”

Even though Sarah was satisfied with my answer, I continued to think about it and, knowing that there has been a lot of dialogue in recent years about the origins of Halloween and the appropriate Christian level of participation in it, I decided to once again dust off my internet research skills and see what I could learn.  There is certainly a lot written on the topic, and quite a variety of opinions on whether and how Christians should participate.  I have come to believe that, while Halloween does have pagan roots, and there are many commercial and behavioral excesses to the way the holiday is celebrated today, this is also true of Christmas and Easter and most other holidays.  I have concluded that it is possible for Christians to observe Halloween in a responsible and uplifting way.

One of the more interesting things I learned about the origins of Halloween has to do with its Celtic roots.  Some 2,000 years ago, the Celts celebrated their new year at this time with a festival called Samhain (Sow-en).  They believed that at these transitional times, such as the ending of one day and the beginning of another, or the ending of one year and the beginning of the next, the veil between this world and the next was at its thinnest, and the dead could communicate with the living.  It’s easy to see how this laid the foundation for our modern day fascination with spirits and zombies and the like at Halloween, but I do think there is a God side to all of this, as well.  

After the Celtic regions of Ireland became Christianized, the church sought to increase their foothold in the lives of the people, partly by placing the celebration of All Saints Day at the time of the Celtic celebration of Samhain.  This is the day when we celebrate all those who have gone before us in the faith, as well as all those who will come after us, as we lift up our belief in the communion of saints, something we confess each time we recite the Apostles Creed.  We believe that, whenever we celebrate Holy Communion, we are united in faith with baptized believers of all times and in all places, through the mystical body of Christ, a body that is not bound by time or space.  

Another way to speak about this is to talk about “thin places,” those places or times when the veil between this world and the next is thin enough to allow us a brief glimpse or experience of another time.  There are those who hold that Ireland and the British Isles are filled with these thin places, geographical sites where people can experience this thin divide, while others believe that thin places need not be geographic in nature.  (See Thin Places: Where Faith is Affirmed and Hope Dwells, Mary Treacy O’Keefe, Beaver Pond Press, Edina MN, 2005)  Theologian Marcus Borg writes, in The Heart of Christianity, “There are minimally two layers or dimensions of reality, the visible world of our ordinary experiences and God, the sacred Spirit….  “Thin Places” are places where these two levels of reality meet or intersect… where the veil momentarily lifts, and we behold God, experience the one in whom we live, all around us and within us.” 

I know of many people who have experienced these thin places in their lives, times when they have received a message of comfort and hope from a loved one who has died, or simply felt close to someone who is no longer with us.  Perhaps it is by hearing a special song on an important anniversary, or seeing a rainbow as a sign of hope and assurance, or simply listening to that still, small voice inside us that is wanting to bring us a message we need to hear.  These are not simply nostalgic memories of times past, these are words and messages of hope that point us to the future and give us the strength we need to confront the challenges that face us.  

The Revelation to John was clearly written in one of these very thin places, and the vision given to John, while not always logical or easy to understand, is clearly one of hope and strength.  John points to the time that is surely coming, when the veil between this world and the next is completely lifted, and “’the home of God [will be] among mortals.  He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes.  Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.’”  This is the kind of vision that allows us to face death without fear, knowing that it is not the end, but simply a passing from this life to the next.  This is the kind of vision that gives us the freedom to live full, rich, and meaningful lives, free from guilt, free from fear, free to love this precious world and all that is in it.


I can remember one cold February evening, around 14 years ago, when I was serving my first congregation in Chicago.  I had recently announced to the church that my first marriage was about to end in divorce, and at the same time, my congregation, a small struggling inner city church, had rejected my recommendation to merge with a neighboring church and instead voted to leave the ELCA.  As is required in these situations, the bishop met with the congregation, and during this meeting, people with whom I had shared many things over my four years there said things about me and my ministry among them that simply weren’t true.  And it hurt.  And as I drove home that evening, feeling perhaps as low and lonely as I could ever remember feeling, I began to wonder what my future would hold.  Did I even want to be a pastor in a church where things like this happened?  

And as I sat at a stoplight, for what seemed to be a very long time, a great feeling of peace overcame me, and a voice arose in my head and simply said, “Truth will out.”  Truth will out.  And the light turned green, and I knew that I was not alone, I knew that, if I stayed true to myself and true to my God, all would be well, I knew that, no matter what happened, God was going to be with me.

There is a God side to all of our stories; we just need to learn how to listen.  God is speaking to us all the time, and he speaks most clearly in those thin times, when we need to hear it the most.  And in the midst of our loneliness and our sadness and our despair, God’s word comes to us and reminds us that there is nothing we need to fear because we are loved, we are precious, we are all God’s saints.   In life, in death, in life beyond death, God is with us; we are not alone.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
