The Episcopal Church of the Holy Cross

The Feast Day of All Saints

November 4, 2007

The Rev. Walter Smedley, IV

Remembering the God of the Living
For the past week I have been thinking about the church’s celebration called All Saints Day. The question that came up over and over again is “With all there is to do, why does the church take time to remember the dead?” A more crass way to put it is “What’s the point?”
Surely there is something helpful in thinking about those faithful people who have gone before us--whether they were spiritual giants like St. Augustine, Julian of Norwich, or Martin Luther; or on a more personal level whether they were special people who touched your life and changed it for the better--a grandmother who took you to church, a teacher who believed in you, a friend who inspired you. When we think on their patience, their perseverance through hard times, their gentleness, or their courage, it feels like some of their attributes trickle down to us in our lives. 
This is pretty good, and it’s probably what the lectionary planners had in mind when they assigned the beatitudes from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount in Matthew for the day’s appointed gospel. The scripture seems to be saying, “Remember those who fit Jesus’ strange description of God’s values: the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, those hungry for righteousness, those who dare to be merciful in a world that expects retributive violence, the pure in heart, those with the courage to wage peace, those persecuted for righteousness’ sake.” Jesus wasn’t just waxing poetic, getting philosophical, or giving good advice; he was announcing God’s value system over against the value system of the day; and pointing to himself and his followers as the incarnations of it. Sainthood apparently has little to do with physical strength, military power, retirement benefits, or commercial success. 
And this is pretty helpful too for the meaning of All Saints: Think on those living and dead who have refused to conform to the world’s standards but have chosen to be transformed by God’s values as described by Jesus. Look at their example, and in your own life, in whatever ways you can, go and do likewise. Practice inner disarmament in the example of Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Dalai Lama; practice mercy like Mother Teresa, practice compassion like Dorothy Day, practice reconciliation like Archbishop Tutu, practice discipleship like Dietrich Bonhoeffer.

So we remember the saints because they serve as witnesses or examples of the faith--examples for us to follow. 
But still I want to go deeper: “Why DOES the church remember the dead?” Besides being a pro forma honoring of those who have gone before, doesn’t this seem just a bit odd? 
Perhaps the deeper part is that when we talk about the saints, we are forced to put the uncomfortable subject of death on the table, and to talk about it without shame or fear or hallmark sentimentality, but candidly, openly, truthfully. 
Jeremy Taylor, bishop of Ireland in the 17th century and one of the Anglican saints, has a little book called “The Rule and Exercises of Holy Dying”--It’s actually a pretty upbeat read! The number one exercise for people to prepare for a holy death, he says, to be practiced throughout our whole life, is this: “always look for death,” he says “every day knocking at the gates of the grave.” This was not to be morbid or a downer; nor was it to be an excuse for the abandonment of responsibility: the mentality “eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die”. Rather it was to remind us, especially in times of prosperity and happiness, that there is a real limit to our life as we know it, and that we are to live with the truth of that limit ever before us. You know the familiar line: “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”
And this is pretty helpful too: in our culture that promises ultimate security and says there are no limits, the church tells the unpopular truth that yes, there is at least one limit for all of us, and none of us is secure from it. We can choose the road of nonacceptance by ignoring death, despairing over it, or defying it; or we can take Taylor’s advice to remember it every day--both outlooks will affect the way we live our lives.
We’re going deeper for sure, but we’re entering dangerous waters. To talk openly about death in our culture is the only thing worse than talking openly about religion, politics, or money. We whisper about it, keep its conversation safely and antiseptically in funeral homes, push it and all that reminds us of it to the fringes of our sight--desperately hoping that “out of sight, out of mind.” 
And right here, right as we face the unknown limit of death together, right here is the good news. To remember the faithful women and men who have gone before us on this All Saints Day is to acknowledge that while we die, God’s history with us does not end. It is in fact at our very limit, where our bodies can go no further, where the Lord of resurrection and life meets us and takes us home. The church talks openly and unapologetically about the real death of its saints because it believes so deeply that on the other side of the great break God is still Lord. This is to put death back in its proper place: as one small point in God’s unbreakable history with us. It is why the burial service opens with the words, “So then, whether we live or die, we are the Lord’s possession.” With this knowledge, the theologian Helmut Thielicke was able to write shortly before his death, “God has called me by name. I will remain in fellowship with him who is Alpha and Omega. With this knowledge I go into the night of death, which is a real night. I know who is waiting for me in the morning.”
There is one last piece of this All Saints celebration; one final response to the question “Why does the church take time to remember the dead?” In three of the four gospels there is a story about some religious leaders who were skeptical of resurrection approaching Jesus to trick him. They concoct a theoretical problem that goes like this: Moses commanded that if a man dies without an heir, his brother is to marry his widow and raise up children. There were seven brothers who in turn marry the woman and die without leaving children; in the resurrection whose wife will she be? For all seven married her.
Jesus responds that they know neither the scriptures nor the sheer power of God to create life; that while there are limits for us there are no limits to what God can do. And then he chooses a strange passage to interpret: “And as for the dead being raised, have you not read in the book of Moses, in the story about the burning bush, how God said to Moses, ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob?’ He is God not of the dead, but of the living; you are quite wrong.”
Friends, it seems I have been quite wrong in asking why the church remembers the dead. For God is God not of the dead, but of the living.
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