WE BELIEVE

Sermon for All Saints Sunday, November 1, 2009

Readings: Ecclesiasticus 44:1-10, 13-14; Mark 12:28-34

Sermon text: When Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far off from the kingdom of God.” Mark 12:33

The children brought in their saints’ signs, accompanied by St Amy, our Director of Children and Family Ministry, and St Stephanie, her assistant saint. We are all saints, in St Paul’s use of the word, baptized members of the people of God, the body of Christ; we are all included in the love and call of God in Christ.

Of course, since Paul’s time, the word saint has taken on a more technical meaning, a hero or heroine of the faith. Someone who strove mightily in witness to the gospel, whether as martyr, teacher, healer, missionary, or in other ways. In the Roman Catholic tradition, at least as recently practiced, those nominated for sainthood undergo a thorough examination: one, did they actually live (and aren’t simply re-tellings of old pagan gods, such as the river good who became St Christopher), were they notable in their faith in some way, and 3) have authenticated miracles been attributable to their intercession. That last one is tricky, of course. And we in the Anglican tradition, taking on the Reformation suspicion of Catholic superstitions and anything that smacks of idolatry, are leery of too high a veneration of the saints. Heroes, yes, exemplars. But not necessarily still working miracles.

But who knows? We are surrounded by saints. Not only those living and sitting next to you. But the communion of saints, which exists, as we talked about earlier, wherever God is—and God is here as we worship and celebrate the Holy Eucharist “with angels, archangels, and all the company of heaven.” 

An amazing thing to think about. But let’s stick with the living saints for a moment. If we are all saints, we each have our place in the body of Christ, and each have been given gifts of the Holy Spirit—see 1 Corinthians 12, Romans 12, Ephesians 4. 

The gifts are to be used for the building up of the body—some great, some small, all needed. Sainthood is goft sharing. 

For an Old Testament illustration consider the scene in Exodus when Moses was on Mt Sinai. He not only was given the two tablets of the Ten Commandments. He also was given a whole set of blueprints for the building of the Tabernacle, explicit instructions, laid out in chapters 25 through 31 of the building, firnishing, priests vestments and sacrifices. The point for us today is that every member of the twelve tribes was expected to contribute something to the building of the Tabernacle. Some gave jewels and gold, some gave thread, some their skills as builders and weavers. And so the building together made them a people just as much as serving under one law or set of beliefs.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks uses this biblical story as an illustration for the way a diverse group of people from many ethnicities and backgrounds—some having clashed—can forge a new future together—by building a hose together, by sharing a vision of a future possibility and working toward it.

I believe this too. The question for incorporation into the people of God is not so much whether you believe all the right things, but whether you are ready to share your God-given gifts for the upbuilding of the whole. Our lives are given for something greater than our individual selves. 

We are incorporated into the body of Christ through baptism—and this comes with responsibilities. We vow to respect the dignity of every human being—to try and see Christ’s face in others—to believe that all of us sinners are also saints through the grace of Christ. We are called to trust in Christ and follow him, to help the needy and poor, to strive for justice and peace. Big things.

But little things too. Like raking leaves around the church, making coffee once or twice a year for the congregation, serving the church in some way, as well as serving the world. We are called to stewardship, that is, care for what we’ve been given charge over, whether that be our families, ourselves, our resources, this fragile earth, our island home. As a church we are called to work together to model this kingdom care—as so we are working on making the church energy efficient through new windows, insulation, solar panels, to developing a community garden, and spiritual paths and playgrounds and community rooms. All of this takes time and money and, most of all, people, time.

Time is scarce these days, as we are all too aware. And we can’t make any more of it. It’s the original scarce resource. Therefore we are called to examine our use of this gift. Our lives are busy, but are they full and deep? If there is no time for worship and reflection, no time for community and charity, then there is a sure spiritual imbalance. Do you feel it? Perhaps it comes as tiredness, stress, anger…

We know we are balanced and right with God and the world when there is joy, calm, love. The fruit of the Spirit, as St Paul said.

I know it sounds hard—even impossible—but I don’t think it is. It just takes prioritizing and practice—seeing church and prayer and service as important and necessary to our personal and family happiness—to our greatest good, as God made us to enjoy. We are made to love God and our neighbor. We become unhappy and lessened when we are self-absorbed.  

And when a community is not balanced, those who take on the work of others become stressed and burnt out. We see that in our own community. I am preaching to the choir, of course—here you are, and afterwards many of you will be working. Many hands make light work, but if everyone does a little, the job gets done with ease and camaraderie.

Jesus can be a tough teacher sometimes. He was hard on the rich young man wasn’t he? Give up all your possession and come, follow me. That’s a full on decision. But sometimes Jesus speaks more gently. As today. A scribe questions Jesus on the commandments and Jesus gives him his famous answer, the first is to love God—from Deuteronomy, and the second, to love your neighbor, from Leviticus. And the scribe agreed. And Jesus says to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” You are on the right track. You know the important commandments—love God and neighbor—and you are trying to follow them. Good job. May we always have joy in our fellowship, ministry, and call to love God and neighbor.

In Christ’s name. Amen.
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