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          Isaiah 25:6-9 and Revelation 21:1-6a

Let’s begin this morning with a quick survey:  how many of you grew up celebrating All Saints Day in some form?  How many of you NEVER celebrated All Saints Day when you were growing up?  Let me guess—you all grew up in a Protestant church, right?  I learned early on—in Sunday school and from my parents—that Catholics had saints and Protestants didn’t.  Of course, the lesson didn’t stop there.  I was told that Catholics have saints because they think people need a middleman to connect them to God.  Protestants know better, of course.  We know that we can each approach God directly—that God hears our prayers, accepts our confession, guides and directs us, all without the assistance of dead people or priests or nuns for that matter.  

One of the things I really like about being a part of an ecumenical church is that we don’t feel any need to form our community’s identity by putting down another group.  That’s allowed me to explore some parts of Christian history and tradition that my childhood church would have shunned—for example, All Saints Day, and the idea of saints in general.  I’ve discovered some very deep and rich spiritual resources in this tradition.  That probably shouldn’t surprise us.  After all, All Saints Day predates Christianity itself, going all the way back to the Druids.  And everyone other religious tradition I’ve encountered has some kind of ritual of remembering people who have died and honoring their continued influence on the lives of those who live after them.

But All Saints Day services are more than a nice addition to our worship lives together.  After helping to lead and create a number of All Saints Day services over the years, I started to realize that these services were having a corrosive affect on some of my Protestant theology.  Luther and Calvin rejected the saints because they rejected the idea that we need help accessing God.  They rejected saintly mediators in heaven because they were at war with the church hierarchy that was acting as mediators here on earth.  That hierarchy was abusing its role in the lives of people, using their position to extort money and exert political control.  So, they rejected saints—as they rejected priests—in order to support the spiritual freedom of individuals.

But in the course of supporting the freedom of individuals, they also gave a great deal of responsibility to individuals.  The message was clear:  not only can you get to God on your own; you MUST get to God on your own.  “You have to walk that lonesome valley by yourself,” the song goes.  You have to stand and face your trials by yourself.  Any religious commitments or professions you make, you have to make for yourself.   The prayers of others, the good deeds of others, the admirable example of others does not count for anything.  In the end, it’s up to you.

But is that really true?  Is that really the way the way the world works?  Of course not!  If we step outside the thorny world of church politics, all of us can acknowledge that we are highly influenced by other people.  I’m not just talking about the lessons we learned from our parents or our most beloved teachers.  The influence I’m talking about goes way beyond what we’re explicitly taught, either with words or with example.  Other people exert an influence on us so profound that it can, at times, seem like they exert an almost mystical power in our lives.  If you’ve ever watched a teenager change the way they dress, talk, think and dream because he or she has begun hanging out with a new group of friends, then you know what I’m talking about.  This affect isn’t limited to teenagers, either.  Think of the studies that have been done about bystander involvement—people won’t intervene to stop a crime if the people around them aren’t getting involved.  Or think of the studies on how ideas spread (Malcolm Gladwell does a great job explaining this in “The Tipping Point”).  Once enough people adopt an idea, suddenly everyone adopts it.

We know all about the ways in which we influence each other in this life.  Isn’t there a similar kind of influence between those who have died and those who are alive?  Of course there is.  I think of Betty Jesneck’s daughter-in-law’s tearful words at Betty’s funeral on Friday:  “I’m going to do right by you, Momma B.”  Many of us strive to live up to the example of someone who has died.  Perhaps their death even strengthens our resolve to live as they would want us to live because it is now up to us to do what they would have done, had they lived.  Who here can identify with what I’m describing?  Who is conscious of trying to live into a legacy, an example, of someone who has died?

So here’s the thing:  if we know that we are deeply influenced by others in this life, and if we know that influence can continue even after someone has died, why don’t we allow this knowledge to shape our understanding of death itself?  

I don’t know about you, but I mostly experience death as separation.  When someone I love dies, I feel like they have gone away and left me alone.  In my lowest points, I feel like they have abandoned me.  I am primarily aware of their absence—they aren’t sitting in the seat they used to sit in.  They aren’t living in the house where they used to live.  I can go to their house, ring their bell, and they won’t answer.  They are gone.  They are absent.

But are they?  Is the experience of their physical absence the only experience that matters?  I think of my experience of Linda Davidoff, Dan’s mom who died about six years ago.  I still really miss her physical presence in our lives, but as I’ve gotten used to it, I’ve become more and more aware of her continued moral influence.  And now, as we’ve finally sold her house, we sit each night in the dining room chairs that Linda and Paul Davidoff sat in each night.  At times their presence can be almost overwhelming. 

I think of the old camp song that goes, “If you get there before I do, just punch a hole and pull me through.”  At times, I wonder if that song doesn’t pretty much describe something that has already happened.  If there is some force, some barrier the separates the dead from the living, it must certainly be punched through with holes.  We are somehow connected, somehow still in community with each other.  That affirmation certainly makes it easier to be alive, but perhaps it will make it easier to die as well.
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