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All Saint’s Day

Luke 20: 27-38

“Gotcha!”

Last week we commemorated Reformation Sunday and celebrated everything that happened during the Great Reformation, so much of which was necessary.  

Unfortunately, there are some things that happened that were regrettable, one of them being the total disappearance of the idea of saints.  Because the idea of saints and their accumulated righteousness was at the heart of what the Reformation thought was wrong with the church, the whole apparatus simply disappeared from Protestantism.  And that, I think, is too bad.  Because All Saint’s Day is the one day we have to acknowledge, name and thank God for those who preceded us, who have gone before us, who have fought the fight and finished the race, as Saint Paul said.

You and I have saints. They are a part of the "vast cloud of witnesses" that the Bible talks about. They are the people: 

· who have shaped and molded you; 

· who loved you with unconditional love and patience, forgiveness and grace; 

· who pushed you to become more than you thought you could be or wanted to be, for that matter; 

· who inspired you by the courage and integrity and faithfulness of their lives. 

They are your saints, people through whom God worked to make you who you are.

Some of them are extraordinary: the apostles and martyrs, the great towering figures of history—St. Peter, St. Paul, Martin Luther, John Calvin, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Martin Luther King Jr., Mother Teresa. And some are ordinary people; In fact, most of them are.

Your parents, perhaps, who loved you and encouraged you and whose love continues to be a palpable presence in your life . . .

Or surrogate parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, husbands and wives . . .

Or teachers, or Scout leaders, or coaches who gave what they had to give to you and saw in you what you could not, at the time, see in yourself. People who called you to work hard, to sacrifice, to give, to love, and inspired you to reach deep inside yourself, and helped you to become who you are today.

Saints, Frederick Buechner wrote, are not "plaster statues, men and women of such paralyzing virtue that they never thought a nasty thought or did an evil thing their whole life long." "Saints," Buechner says, "are essentially life givers. To be with them is to become more alive" (Wishful Thinking, p. 102).

Last week I attended the funeral of a friend, a woman I admired very much.  She was one of my saints.  At her funeral the minister quoted from one of the deceased own sermons, in which she wrote: 

“I did not get to this place on my own.  God had carefully prepared the way for me.  Each mentor/ friend/ professor/relative seemed to have been hand chosen by God.  Each person had a part of God’s plan to guide and love me, and ultimately prepare me for this moment and this ministry.

All of these people -- all of these relationships -- were part of God’s plan.  God knits us together in relationships -- all of us together here on earth.”  

All Saint’s Day is a celebration of those relationships, and serves as a great reminder that we are not in this alone and that we could not be who we are today without the help, love and encouragement of our saints.  

And so on All Saints’ Day we remember and give thanks to God for the saints in our lives.  But we also celebrate the resurrection, the very bedrock of our faith that declares that God’s love is stronger than the power of death, and that we are given a new life and a new existence in God’s eternity.  Today we celebrate what our brief statement of faith affirms, that “in life and in death, we belong to God.”  Or, to use Jesus’ words in his closing argument to the Sadducees, “for to God all of them are alive.”  This is what we celebrate today.

This is the first time Luke makes mention of the Sadducees.  We’ve seen Jesus spar with the Pharisees, but this is the first time he argues with the Sadducees.  At this point in Luke’s gospel Jesus has made his way to Jerusalem.  It’s Holy Week; Jesus made his triumphal entry into the city on Palm Sunday and on Monday he overturned all the tables in the temple and threw out the money changers.  It’s the latter that got him into hot water with the Sadducees, because the Sadducees were the guardians of the temple.  They kept it holy and they didn’t have any problem with the money changers.  They didn’t have any problem with Jesus either, but now that he’s messing around with their livelihood, they have a problem with him.  That’s why they ask him that crazy question about the wife with 7 husbands.  They want to embarrass him before all of his followers.

“Jesus”, the Sadducees asked, “There once were 7 brothers.  The first took a wife.  He died childless.  The second brother married her and died.  Then the third and fourth and eventually all 7 brothers married her and died, but left no child.  After all that, the wife died.  Whose wife will she be?”

It’s a trick question.  The Sadducees don’t care about the answer.  Jesus knows it.  And this passage has nothing to do with marriage.  If you’ve been married more than once and you have a spouse in your past who is not counted among your saints and that you don’t care to share eternity with, don’t worry.  Jesus tells those old Sadducees and us that marriage is not a concern in the resurrection.  You’ll have better things to think about than your marriage-current or previous.

So if this story isn’t about marriage, what is it about?  Well, it’s about the resurrection.  The Sadducees, you see, didn’t believe in the resurrection.  The Sadducees were one of several sects within Judaism that were around during Jesus’ time.  Sort of like there are several different branches of Christianity today, there were several different branches of Judaism back then.  The Sadducees tended to be wealthy and from the aristocracy.  They were also theologically conservative, so much so that they only believed the Torah, the first 5 books of the Bible, were authoritative.  Everything else in the Hebrew Scriptures was just rubbish.

When they come to Jesus with their question about the bride and 7 brothers, they aren’t asking it because they know someone who just died and they’re wondering if they will see that person in the resurrection.  They aren’t asking it because they want some clarity about what the resurrection will look like.  In fact, they aren’t asking their question with an open mind at all.  They’re fixed in their position about the resurrection-they don’t believe in it.  So why would they care what happens to some hypothetical wife?

They only care because they want to trip up Jesus because they’re mad at him.  They want to snag him into a “gotcha” sort of argument.  

Now, anyone who has been a target of questions asked by people who have no intention of being influenced by one’s answers knows what a frustrating thing that can be, because you find yourself in a no-win situation.  It doesn’t matter what you have to say, because the person asking the question has already made up his or her mind as to what the answer is.

Author David James Duncan calls this philosophy “answerizing”, which grows out of the idea that there is only one correct answer to every question.  The Sadducees are experts in answerizing.  There is only one correct answer to their question, and they have it.

But the Sadducees aren’t the only ones with the answer.  We just got through an election in which both parties claimed to have the answer, or at the very least knew for sure their opponent didn’t.  As the mother of 4 children I always find it humorous when I meet people who don’t have children but seem to know all about parenting, especially since the more children I have the fewer answers I have.  People who have never been divorced know the answer to every marriage problem.  Religious fundamentalists claim to have all the answers.  

And if we’re honest with ourselves, we’ll admit that we want answers about the resurrection.  We want to know: what happens next?  What will it be like?  What will it look like?  Who will I see?  

But in this story, Jesus seems to be saying to the Sadducees (and us), that more important than answers is Our Answerer.  Don’t worry about the detailed answers, Jesus seems to be saying, instead take comfort knowing that in the resurrection, you will live with God, the very God who loves you and cares for you and who loves and cares for your saints, too.

Jesus doesn’t give us detailed answers about what the resurrection will be like or look like or feel like, but he does assure us that we’ll spend it in the presence of God and, I believe, with the ones we love.

That is, by the way, a statement of faith, not a definitive answer.  It is an act of faith to believe that somehow, the people we love are never totally lost to us because they now rest with God, and that, indeed-not only will meet them in the resurrection once again but we are surrounded by their presence all of our days.

It is an act of faith to believe that somehow in God’s mystery, our saints are never utterly lost to us- that their love and their inspiration continues to be a presence in our lives.  The communion of saints is our reminder that even in our ordinary lives, we are not alone.

In the old communion liturgy, the Great Prayer of Thanksgiving used to include the wonderful phrase “with angels and archangels and all the company of heaven, we worship and adore thy glorious name.”

About which Frederick Beuchner wrote, “All the company of heaven means everybody we ever loved and lost, including the ones we didn’t know we loved when we lost them.”

We are not alone.  Sometimes we know that more clearly than at other times.  Sometimes those who we loved and lost, our saints, seem closer than at other times.  Sometimes we seem to forget them, but we are never alone.

Richard Lischer, who teaches at Duke University, is a minister who has written about his pastorate in southern Illinois, in a rural community.  He remembers a night when the communion of saints came alive for him.  He got a telephone call to come to the hospital. A baby was born with what the physician said were “multiple deficits” and was not expected to live.  The parents, members of his congregation, wanted their baby baptized.

When I entered the uniy (he wrote), I found it arranged for a baptism.  They had pushed the incubator to one side.  A hush had fallen over the room, as parents of other newborns stayed to themselves and cooed over their babies.  The parents, the nurses, the residents, and the pastor stood in a semicircle around the incubator.  Everyone was gowned and the nurses were in masks.  Leeta and Shane, the parents, appeared to be in shock.  One of the nurses opened the lid of the small white humming cylinder, and I extended a moistened finger into the chamber.  I made the sign of the cross on the baby’s blue chest . . .I touched one of his downy eyebrows and said, “Shane Arlo Vachel Weams, I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”

And the witnesses said, “Amen.”  That was an amen on earth, choked out by five witnesses in an atmosphere of muffled sorrow, and I believe, it was an amen in heaven, echoed by many other witnesses who see all things.  We knew we were participating in something larger than ourselves, and so did the other parents standing, respectfully, on the far side of the unit.  They also bowed their heads and some made the sign of the cross.  I could have baptized Shane Arlo many times over that day with the tears of the witnesses.”  (Open Secrets: A Spiritual Journey through a Country Church, pp. 223-225)

The communion of saints: ordinary people, like you and me, through whom God does extraordinary things.  Ordinary people who continue to bear witness and to influence and inspire.  Ordinary people who “fought the good fight, finished the race, and kept the faith.”

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

O God, before whom the generations rise and pass away: we rejoice today in the communion of saints, in the remembrance of friends and loved ones who once walked with us in mutual love.  We are thankful for every precious memory of their goodness, and sustained by contributions each made to our common life.  Our faith that Christ lives brings us the assurance that we are not separate in your boundless mercy.  Renew us all in faith, hope, and love; that we may share more deeply the fullness of life with you that is not limited by time or space, or weakness of any kind.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.

27Some Sadducees, those who say there is no resurrection, came to him 28and asked him a question, "Teacher, Moses wrote for us that if a man's brother dies, leaving a wife but no children, the man shall marry the widow and raise up children for his brother. 29Now there were seven brothers; the first married, and died childless; 30then the second 31and the third married her, and so in the same way all seven died childless. 32Finally the woman also died. 33In the resurrection, therefore, whose wife will the woman be? For the seven had married her." 

34Jesus said to them, "Those who belong to this age marry and are given in marriage; 35but those who are considered worthy of a place in that age and in the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given in marriage. 36Indeed they cannot die anymore, because they are like angels and are children of God, being children of the resurrection. 37And the fact that the dead are raised Moses himself showed, in the story about the bush, where he speaks of the Lord as the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. 38Now he is God not of the dead, but of the living; for to him all of them are alive." 

God of our questions, God of our fears, Thank you for knowing when we don't understand enough to ask the right questions.  Thank you for loving us through differences grounded in misunderstanding.  Thank you for offering us what we need most -- Before we can reason enough to ask. God of our questions, God of our fears, Thank you for loving us, in spite of our shortcomings. Amen.

