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ALL SAINTS SUNDAY SER​​MON
Pr Fred S. Opalinski

As I was thinking about today, it occurred to be that All Saints’ Day is a sort of combination of two other days in the church year. Let me name the first and see if you can guess the second. The first of those holy days is Ash Wednesday. All Saints is a day of death, remembering that we are dust, and to dust we shall return. In the early church, saints were remembered on the day of their death, but there were more and more for whom the exact death days weren’t known. So by the end of the 300’s, about the time they started celebrating Christmas, they set apart this day to remember that group all together.

We have just recalled those loved ones who have died in this past year especially, but of course we join them with those many others dear to us who, as the prayer says, “now rest from their labors.”

This is a day to be honest with our mortality, to acknowledge that this flesh and blood that I carry around is woefully limited and short-lived. The death rate of the human race is 100%! We don’t need to look far for signs of that reality. Most of you walked through an old cemetery to get into the building today. We’ve got graves in the courtyard, under the auditorium and even beneath the front steps of the church. And, if that isn’t enough reminder, we’ve got these crosses about everywhere you look.

Those placid reminders of mortality are joined to the more vivid pictures of death assaulting us in the daily newspaper. You’ve probably noticed that the Reading Eagle always has an obituary page or two. (The funeral industry is one of the few not likely to be shipped overseas!) The news also includes accounts of hideous bombings in Afghanistan and Pakistan, devastating famine in Ethiopia, senseless shooting and fatal accidents much closer to home. One could make a rather convincing case for a whole ‘culture of death’, I suppose: from the falling leaves, spent gardens and impending winter, to war, terrorism, disease, global warming, and the inevitability of our own last breath somewhere down the line. 

Perhaps you noticed that a common thread through all three of today’s readings was the shedding of tears: on the mountain of the Lord in Isaiah, at the coming of the kingdom in Revelation, and at the grave of Lazarus in John’s gospel. (Even Jesus weeps, remember?) We simply can’t go very far without stumbling over painful reminders of the sting of death, loss and mourning. Isaiah pictures the whole earth covered by a funeral shroud. Pretty dismal! And Halloween images help us imagine the Grim Reaper, standing at the door ready to knock, pound, break down the door.

But it is another door that’s broken down today. We heard the account from the Gospel of John. It is the door of Lazarus’ tomb that tumbles days after his burial. “Take away the stone!” says Jesus. Mary protests, “There will be the stench of death.” Undeterred, Jesus commands/shouts: “Lazarus, come out!” And he does. Still wrapped in his linen burial cloths, he emerges, given new life (“vivified”, writes Calvin) by Christ’s word.

Jesus says, “Unbind him,” so that Lazarus can go free into that new life.

Well, if Ash Wednesday is the first piece of All Saints Day, can you figure out the second? Anyone? (Don’t be shy!) Right.  Shout it: Easter!! Oppressive as it seems, death is not the last word. Life is—resurrection—Jesus’ undying love, turning the graveyard into a garden and grieving into celebration.

“If you had been here, Lord, our brother would not have died,” cries Mary. They had sent for him days earlier, when Lazarus was ill. But Jesus’ intentional delay was to show a power greater than mere healing. He wanted to demonstrate the strength of his love against the worst that world has to offer. And so, in John’s gospel, the cross becomes his throne and death his glorification, “drawing all people to him” through it.

There is so much that proclaims the sway of death in the world. Daily news, devastating illness, haunted houses, even the most popular video games: blood, gore, pain, loss, sorrow.

Thank God the church has the antidote to that stuff. We gather on the Mountain of the Lord for the Feast of Victory. “The shroud is lifted from the earth—destroyed!” sings Isaiah. That’s why we not only remember our loved ones today, but also commend them to the One who is Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end. By God, there is so much more to come for them and for us!

All Saints Day urges us to anticipate, looking forward to the wonder of what God has in store. God wipes the tears of his beloved, but that’s not all! He prepares to ‘make all things new.’ Life after death will not be more of the same, but is frankly beyond our imagining. New Jerusalem, Bride of Christ, and Eternal Banquet in today’s readings give us a glimpse, but only a glimpse. Even Revelation’s streets of gold and gates of pearl can’t begin to do it justice.

I know that a lot of people get hung up on those details. But what’s most important to me is not the schedule of events (what happens when, to whom, and how?); it’s not the menu or accommodations, not even the choral music list. What matters most is that promise of God’s all-transforming love. If we’ve got that, it’s enough, to my mind. The rest is God’s business.

It is reason enough to gather this morning and every week. Each Sunday is a ‘little Easter,’ remember. We gather to celebrate Christ’s victory over death, to hear the risen Lord speak to us, to share a foretaste of the feast to come, and to carry this ‘culture of life’ out into the world. 

“God’s love forever” is the reason we connect Declan Rosenbaum to the death and resurrection of Jesus today, at the womb of the font surrounded by those old grave stones. (Ash Wednesday and Easter!) Drowned in the waters of baptism, he is raised to new life in Jesus, reflecting Christ’s light, wrapped in the gifts of the Spirit, and adopted into the family—one body—in Christ.

“Come out!” Jesus calls to him and to all of us. “Let go of the things that bind you to death and despair. Walk free in my love,” he says, “and know that nothing can ever separate you from it.”

True, Lazarus would die again, years later. But you can be sure that each day till then had the imprint of resurrection—new life—the imprint of his Lord and Savior, knowing that when death came again, he would still be with Jesus.

Isn’t that our call as well? Marked with the cross of Christ, we can face mortality in all its forms, armed with hope beyond reason, filled with peace that passes all understanding, trusting always in what God will accomplish.

As some of you know, back in 2003, I was invited to join Bp. Hanson on two ecumenical journeys to meet with church leaders in London, Geneva, Istanbul and Rome. In Rome we were given a tour of the catacombs of Calyxtus, where Christians of the second and third centuries were buried, and where, in times of persecution, they gathered to worship.

We had the rare privilege of celebrating holy communion there among the saints of old. Perhaps most memorable to me, in that repository of the dead, were the still potent images painted on the walls among the crypts: there was the earliest depiction of the Virgin and Child, and a beardless Jesus as the Good Shepherd; Jonah coming out of the mouth of the great fish, loaves and fishes filling a table. There, in the midst of death were those amazing signs of life. There, with the dust and ashes of 2,000 years, we were claimed once again by the promises of God in Christ, filled with hope as can only come from him, revived (“vivified”) for the journey.

That’s pretty much what goes on here, don’t you think?! Surrounded by a graveyard, we sing the “Alleluia” songs, because you and I belong to the One who has death behind him. Easter is not just a Sunday in Spring. Neither is eternal life reserved for when we die. But, as members of the Risen Christ, Easter is now and eternal life blesses every day.

Yes, this Trinity cemetery is teeming with life! Washed in living waters and fed with the bread of life, we are sent out to be Easter people, going through the graves to bring love, new life and hope to our homes and neighborhoods, workplaces and schools, (even libraries!) Called from death to life, we hear and follow the Christ who will make all things new. 

“I am the resurrection and the life,” he declares. “Those who believe in me, even though they die, yet shall they live. And everyone who believes in me will never die.” Thanks be to God. Alleluia.

Amen.
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