Sermon by Jeffrey L. Hawkins Zion Lutheran Church  11/01/2009

All Saints’ Day

First Lesson:  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.  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. 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.  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.

Second Lesson:  Revelation 21:1-6a

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.  And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.

And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them as their God; 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."  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."  Then he said to me, "It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.


Gospel Lesson: 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."  When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.  He said, "Where have you laid him?" They said to him, "Lord, come and see."  Jesus began to weep.   So the Jews said, "See how he loved him!"

But some of them said, "Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?"  Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying against it.  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."  Jesus said to her, "Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?"  So they took away the stone. And Jesus looked upward and said, "Father, I thank you for having heard me.  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."  When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, "Lazarus come out!"  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."

SERMON

Today is All Saints’ Day, the Church’s annual festival that deals directly with our most intimate experience of our great enemy Death.  On All Saints’ Day we dare to specifically name our loved ones who have died—it doesn’t get any direct or intimate than this.  We dare this potentially sad and fearful confrontation with Death only because we cling to a greater hope in the God who overcomes this Enemy through the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Only because we are held securely by God’s promise to raise the dead—even our dead—to new life can we can face the insecurities that attend Death.  Unlike the popular culture of denial and avoidance that would consistently skirt the matter, we recognize that to get beyond the terror and sorrow and anger and fear and the difficulty of Death, we must go through, just as Jesus went through Good Friday to get beyond it to Easter.  So each year on All Saints’ Sunday we courageously name the names that Death has claimed (for now), recognizing by faith that we are even more joyfully naming the names that God has claimed for eternal life.

Last year, All Saints’ Sunday 2008, I sat in the pew with you and experienced for the first time the name of my father thus spoken.  I’m a bit embarrassed to admit that, until I showed up for church that day, I had forgotten it was All Saints’ Sunday and that my dad’s name would be in the bulletin and read out loud during the prayers.  It caught me by surprise and I wasn’t quite sure how I would react.  Thankfully, I found myself grateful for a liturgical year and a liturgy that would offer me both the permission and the courage to honestly face the reality of my dad’s death six months earlier, and the greater reality of his promised resurrection.  On most Sundays up to that point, the reality of my dad’s absence from worship was strong anyway, so why not acknowledge it in the context of the liturgy?  On most Sundays up to that point, each time I went to the communion rail, I would picture my dad’s gritty determination to painfully kneel, and his uplifted, grateful eyes as they looked at the server who promised him, “This is Christ’s body, this is Christ’s blood, for you!”  My dad cherished the sacrament, especially in his later years, as the “foretaste of the feast to come.”  It was a blessing to have a day formally set aside to celebrate this memory.  To include his name specifically in the company of all “the saints on earth and the hosts of heaven” was settling for me.  To wrap his short earthly presence in his never-ending heavenly presence gave me perspective and buoyed my hope.  It helped me see again with the eyes of faith, which, dear friends, is the most reliable of all ways to see what is most certainly true.

You’ll notice in the lessons appointed for All Saints’ Day that seeing with the eyes of faith is a common theme.  The Gospel lesson appointed for All Saints’ Day, the raising of Lazarus, begins with the sight of weeping.  Jesus first sees Mary weeping for her brother, and then a crowd with her weeping so that Jesus begins to weep himself.  He asks where his friend has been laid, and is bid by Mary to “come and see.” Moving toward the tomb, he sees the anger of some of the mourners, who criticize him for not coming sooner to save Lazarus from death by healing him.  Jesus sees the heavy stone covering the entrance to the tomb, a visual reminder of the large barrier that Death represents.  Jesus sees resistance when he asks for the stone to be removed, and likely sees confusion and even a bit of ridicule in their eyes when he is reminded that Lazarus has been dead for four days so that the predictable stench of rotting flesh in the warm Judean climate would be nearly unbearable.  When bid to “come and see,” we tend to see the bad, the hopeless, the terrible details.  Come and see, they said to Jesus, come and see the tomb, the heavy stone, the mourners, the tears, the anger, the terrible,  irreversible rot.  Come and see the man bound forever in the cloths of death. 

Ah, but that’s not all there is to see, dear friends.  In the midst of all of this, Jesus saw something else.  And he encouraged the others to see it as well.  Jesus said, Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would SEE …the glory of God!  Amazing!  In the midst of all of this, the glory of God!  “Come and see,” said  Jesus, “something else. God at work!  God working glory, even here!  Especially here.”

A year and a half ago, as our family gathered in the Cardiac Intensive Care Unit with my father, we could certainly see the trouble.  We could see the frail man in the bed, and all the tubes and wires, and all the machines, and the worried looks on all the faces.  Our eyes were riveted on the monitor that displayed the discouraging numbers that represented his vital signs.  We could see hope fade for his earthly life.

But that’s not all.  We believed that there was more to see than the raw data available to our tired eyes.  We knew that we could see beyond by looking with the eyes of faith.  So, in order to gain the perspective of faith, we sang hymns.  We gathered as a small choir around that hospital bed and we sang Beautiful Savior, Rock of Ages, Abide with Me, What a Friend We Have in Jesus, How Great Thou Art and a dozen more, often in harmony.  As we sang, I remembered the words of the Sanctus that we had used earlier as we shared Holy Communion around that bed, and so with the church on earth and the hosts of heaven ,we join in singing their unending hymn!  Yes, dear friends, as we sang I listened for the heavenly chorus to join us in song; I looked for the heavenly host.  Taking Jesus at his word, standing near the tomb, we were all seeking God at work. Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God!
We gather today to see with the eyes of faith this glory of God.  Standing near the tomb again as we name our loved ones who have died, we claim the faith that sees glory.  Gathered as a small choir, we use the great hymns of the faith to sing our sight back into being, as we join our voices with “the church on earth and the hosts of heaven.”  We follow the line of sight given by faith from this moment when we stand at the tomb repulsed by the thought of the stench of death, to the time when our loved ones, by the commanding voice of Jesus, come forth with new life.  Our eyes follow as they are unbound from the cords of death and set free.  And then our eyes follow further to the vision of St. John as recorded in the Second Lesson appointed for All Saints’ Day:  Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth!…See, the home of God is among mortals.  He will dwell with them as their God; 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."  And the one who was seated on the throne said, "See, I am making all things new."  Come and see, says the one seated on the throne, See the glory!  Even here.  Especially here.  On earth as it is in heaven.

Now all the vault of heaven resounds

In praise of love that still abounds:

Christ has triumphed!  He is living!  

Sing, choirs of angels, loud and clear! 

Repeat their song of glory here:

Christ has triumphed!

He is living!

Alleluia!

Alleluia!

Alleluia!
Rise, choirs of angels and others, to sing these words found in hymn 367!

