All Saints Sunday (Wisdom of Solomon 3:1-9)



Nov. 4, 2018
Opening Prayer:  Eternal Lord God, you have surrounded us with a great cloud of witnesses:  Grant that we, encouraged by the good example of your servants, may persevere in running the race that is set before us.  Amen. (The Book of Common Pray, collect for a Saint, p. 250)  
This is a month in which we, in our Sunday services, will grapple with the complexities of life and death.  Technically, All Saints Day is on November 1st.  A provision is made within the Lectionary, though, that All Saints Day might be recognized this Sunday (Nov 4th, 2018); I am taking that provision.   This week is All Saints Day; next Sunday falls on Remembrance Day—a day set aside to honour those and learn from those who have served:  be it for God / country /  or both.  November 25 will be our In Memoriam Sunday in which we read the names of those dear to us who have died in this past year.  November 18 is our Brahms Requiem Sunday—yes, a Requiem in the midst of it all.  It is a month of holding life and death together. 
An amazing link between today and the 18th is that Brahms referenced the Wisdom of Solomon in his requiem.   “The Righteous are in the hand of God” is part of a mighty fugue.   To be clear, most of you will not find the Wisdom of Solomon in your bibles.  It was part of those scriptures not deemed worthy by one Martin Luther.  But I love the choral setting of this apocryphal text in the Brahms Requiem.  I appreciate this text from the Wisdom of Solomon because it links us with our Catholic and Anglican and Orthodox brothers and sisters who still include it within their sacred Scriptures.  I value this text for the deep theological sentiments:   it is both the righteousness of people and the righteousness of God which lead us graciously into the life which is beyond this life.  The righteous souls (whatever their condition), rest in the righteousness of God (3.9).   Jesus knew the Wisdom of Solomon because traces of it are found in the Beatitudes of Matthew 5.
  In his letter to the Romans the Apostle Paul underscores that is the “Faith of Jesus Christ” which is the clincher for humanity because all have sinned and fallen short (Romans 3:21-24).    The upshot is that we do the best we can.  We try to honour God and to serve our neighbour.  We strive to be peacemakers, pure in heart, and poor in spirit.  These are the actions of the righteous—and yet we need grace and mercy (Wisdom of Solomon 3.9).  Even the righteous need grace and mercy because our good intentions and acts of righteousness, as wonderful as they are, require something which goes beyond our earthly striving.   The great work of reconciliation goes on beyond us and too often in spite of us.   The Wisdom of Solomon understood this.  Jesus understood this.  The Apostle Paul understood this.  What, then, does it mean to be a Saint or to acknowledge All Saints Sunday?
To give a bit of background to All Saints Sunday I share with you some words from Robert Ellsberg.
Since the early centuries of the church the liturgical calendar has reserved one day to honour, collectively, all the saints, both those officially recognized and those known only to God.  Thus we are reminded that the true company of saints is far more numerous than the list of those who have been formally canonized.  There are many anonymous saints who nevertheless form part of the great “cloud of witnesses,” surrounding us with their faith and courage and so participating in the communion between the living and the dead.


This collective feast, All Saints, is also an occasion to acknowledge the varieties of holiness.  Though they share a certain family resemblance, the saints are not formed in any particular mould.  Some are renowned for contemplation and others for action; some played a public role while others spent their lives in quiet obscurity.  Some demonstrated the vitality of ancient traditions while others were pioneers, charting new possibilities in the spiritual life.  Some received recognition and honour within their lifetimes, while others were scorned or even persecuted.


The feast of All Saints does not honour a company of “immortals,” far removed from the realm of ordinary human existence.  The saints were not “super” human beings but those who realized the vocation for which all human beings were created and to which we are ultimately called.  No one is called to be another St. Francis or St. Teresa.  But there is a path to holiness that lies within our individual circumstances, that engages our own talents and temperaments, that contends with our own strengths and weaknesses, that responds to the needs of our own neighbours and our particular moment in history.  The feast of All Saints strengthens and encourages us to create that path by walking in it.

The saints have not always been successful by the world’s standards.  Saints have defined success in terms of faithfulness.  They trust God’s ability to work things out over the long haul.  They trust their faithfulness into the deeper faithfulness of God and Jesus Christ.  They are patient with themselves, with institutions, with others, even with God.  Saints are aware of the presence of God, and they are aware of brokenness in themselves and the world.  They would say that the reign of God is already here, and also that the reign of God is not yet fully here.  Saints get the ambiguity, the greyness, of life.  They know God continues to usher in the kingdom over decades and centuries.  Saints get this, and we need to be reminded of it.  For, we too, are called to live in that space which is already and not yet.
Within our social and religious networks there are those who have hungered for righteousness, who have pursued peacemaking, and who have lived the beatitudes in one way or another.  During a moment or two of quiet call to mind someone who has been a saint for you.  Who is this person?  What was their gift to you, others, the world?   What attitude or ministry do you wish might continue in this world---  in you, through you, beyond you?  We will take a moment or two of quiet reflection.  [Minute Pause]  There ends my theological reflections on All Saints Sunday.  
I now offer several stories which hopefully encourage us in our saintly journey.  These illustrations revolve around current events as well as the topic of this year’s MCCSK AGM:  “Speaking our Peace:  Jewish and Palestinian Voices in Conversation”.

The first story comes from Pittsburgh, where as many of you know, there was an anti-Semitic hate crime; 11 shot dead while attending a religious service.  The PBS News Hour interviewed the president of the hospital to which the shooter was taken.  Hospital president Jeffrey Cohen lives across the street from the Tree of Life Synagogue, where he is a member, was married and his children bar and bat mitzvahed.  Jeffery Cohen said,
“I talked to one of the nurses that took care of [the shooter].   And the nurse's father is a rabbi.  [The nurse] came in because he was called in.   And he rolled up his sleeves and he took care of him like anybody else that comes here... We have a really simple mission here, certainly as long as I have been here. We're here to take care of sick people.”  The ER doc was Jewish, his nurse was Jewish, the President of the hospital was Jewish--  all tending a man convinced all Jews must die.  How is that for irony and testimony?  Dear friends, there is a great compassion coursing through the veins of saints, and saints becoming, which allows them to sincerely minister to and be present with conflicted people, people still finding their way ”.
  
The response of the North American Islamic community to this tragedy has been remarkable and is my second illustration.  We often think of Muslims and Jews being antagonistic towards each other.  As of the writing of this sermon a “crowd-funding” campaign formed by two Muslim groups has raised more than $180,000 for the victims of the Pittsburgh synagogue shooting, which will help with funeral expenses and medical bills.
  In promoting an interfaith service of solidarity here in Saskatoon this past Tuesday, Imam Ilyas Sidyot wrote:  Our thoughts and prayers go out to our brothers and sisters in the Jewish community!  Anti Semitism anywhere is Islamophobia.  We must continue to work harder for peace and One love!...We sympathise with the affected families and pray for them. May the Almighty protect us & have mercy on us all.”

My final story comes from the Middle East.  It is the story of Jews and Arabs working at a non-political and yet systemic level to the enduring conflict in Palestine and Israel.  The “Hand in Hand Center for Jewish-Arab Education” operates bilingual Jewish-Arab high schools in the Holy Land.  “It is a radical development for a country where most schools are segregated and one that its founders hope will spark a national rethink about education.  [one of the founders says that] At a minimum, putting Jews and Arabs together in bilingual classrooms can foster greater understanding between both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict”…. The children are taught in both Hebrew and Arabic, [they] play together..., and [they] visit one another at their homes…We teach them to be empathic to the pain of the other and that both sides have a right to be here… they learn about both cultures, and commemorate Jewish, Muslim and Christian Holidays”...Lior Aviman, principal for the high school at its beginning said, “There are more than a few cynics and sceptics and we must prove that this is possible.  For me, this is a big challenge…to show that Jews and Arabs can really study and live together.”
  The resistance has been stiff at a political level.  When they began their work in 2008 the Ministry of Education in Israel refused to grant a school license, ostensibly because some paper work did not get in on time.  With persistence they secured a license and have since established six other schools. 

 
These Jews, Muslims and Christians of MCC (and many others) are living into the Spirit of Jesus which is in the church and beyond the church.  They sense the rightness of their work and step forward with calm as they seek peace and justice.  They demonstrate to the rest of us how we might move forward when there is distrust, hostility, and resistance.  Does that make them saints?  I do not know, but surely these stories need to be told so that we might all be encouraged.  Be we in business or education or diplomacy we are called to partner with others in the work of justice and reconciliation.   We must expect resistance; God wipes away tears because there are tears.  The powers and principalities on every side will try to erode the peaceable kingdom.  We must understand that systemic change takes time.  We may see change in our lifetime, and maybe not.  We are simply called to be faithful in our time and place.  Culture clashes, environmental concerns, and even family rifts take time to untangle.   How long will it take for God’s kingdom to fully come is unknown, and yet it is among us.  Consider the news you hear out of Israel and Palestine-- it is almost always bad news.  Yet there are pockets of new life in the Middle East and among Christians, Muslims and Jews.  And given the current climate if God’s grace can take root among these children of Abraham, it can take root in Saskatoon, in India, in our families and all sorts of places.  Let us trust God to sort things out over time and keep faithful to our calling.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, pastor at Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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