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           Hebrews 12:1-3


What are saints?  


When I was a kid, people would occasionally say to me, “You’re mother is a saint!”  It wasn’t just a comment on the impossible behavior of her children, either.  People would say this when my mother came through on some project at church that no one else wanted to do—visiting the grouchiest senior members in the nursing home, or ironing the communion cloths once again.  My mom hated it when people called her a saint, because she felt like the subtext of the comment was, “You’re doing something that I would never be willing to do!”  By calling someone a saint, she felt, you could complement him or her without feeling any need to accompany them.  After all, saints are exceptional people—people who aren’t at all like us.


Or are they?  Our Worship Task Group was initially puzzled when we read the lectionary texts for this Sunday because at first, it didn’t seem like they said anything about saints.  When we read from the New Revised Standard Version, Psalm 149 began, “Praise the Lord! Sing to the Lord a new song, his praise in the assembly of the faithful.”  It was only once Dean read out loud from the New International Version that we discovered the saints, because there the first line read, “Sing to the LORD a new song, his praise in the assembly of the saints.”  So “the saints” in one translation are “the assembly of the faithful” in another.  “The assembly of the faithful” sounded to us like a faith community, a group of people who sometimes succeed and sometimes fail at being faithful, but who, together, are trying to step forward in faith.


So that really got us thinking.  What is saintliness, anyways?  Does it have to be a quality that only a few special people have?  Or could it be a quality shared among a community, among an assembly of the saints?  And that question led me to a memory, a story from my life which I think has become for me a parable of sorts about what it means to be a saint, what it means to be among saints, and how we travel through life in the midst of an assembly of the saints.


Now, do you know what I mean when I say that this story is a parable from my life?  We all have stories like that, and sometimes, when someone tells you a story, you can tell that it is more than a story, but a parable for them.  Maybe they’re telling you a story about a time when they were left out, or a time when they beat the odds, or a time when they were able to reach out to comfort someone in need, or a time when they led something important.  You can tell that story is more than an amusing tale for them, but a story that expresses something to them about what life is like, and who they are in this life.

So, here’s a parable from my life, one that says something to me about my relationship to the saints.  When I was 19, just finished with my first year in college, I spent the summer working at a Fresh Air Fund summer camp for girls from very poor neighborhoods in New York City.  The camp was in Fishkill, New York, only about 60 miles north of Manhattan, but it was in deep enough woods so that it was dark at night, and the girls felt like they were out in the deepest wilderness.  One evening after dinner, as a special treat, our unit of twelve girls and two counselors had use of the dance floor, a simple wood floor with a roof way out in the woods.  We had a great time out there, dancing and goofing around, but by the time we had to head back to our unit to go to bed, the gentle rain that had started that afternoon had become a full-scale thunderstorm.  There’s something about being in the woods during a storm, too, that makes the thunder sound so much louder and the lightning seem so much closer.  And it was pitch black, too.  Stupidly, we had only one working flashlight with us, so my co-counselor went first down the trail, holding the flashlight, and the rest of the unit followed behind, we me bringing up the rear.


These were pretty street-smart girls, and that night, they were really scared.  And I’ll admit, I was a little scared too.  Everyone couple of minutes there’d be a flash of lightening and I could see where we were going, but then we’d be plunged back into darkness.  And I really couldn’t see anything because I was wearing my glasses, and they were quickly covered in raindrops.  And then, as we stumbled along, on of the littlest girls in the group who happened to have one of the loudest voices in the group, starting to say the twenty-third Psalm.  “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want!” she shouted into the woods.  “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil, for thou art with me!”  And when she was done with the psalm, she moved on to the Lord’s Prayer.  And eventually, we made it home.


That’s it—that’s the story.  There’s not much to it, but it’s become a kind of snapshot that I go back to in my mental photo album whenever I feel like I walking somewhere that’s dark and scary, whenever I feel like I’m not at all sure I’m on the right trail, whenever I’m worried about stumbling.  Sometimes when I’m in that situation, I think of the line of people in front of me who I can’t even see, people who came before me, people who prayed and recited words from scripture when they walked through dark places.  They called on the Word of God to be, as it says in the Psalm, “a lamp unto their feet and a light unto their path.”


We find that same assembly of the saints in our scripture reading from Hebrews.  It says there that we live surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses.  Notice that scripture doesn’t make an assessment about the perfection of any individual life—the power of that group comes from their total witness that, the scripture says, surrounds us wherever we go.


I find a great deal of comfort in that image, in the sense that people who have gone before me--people who have faced doubts and struggles like mine, people who have stepped forward in faith just like I try to do each day--those people surround my life.  Their life accompanies us.  They make it impossible for us to ever imagine ourselves as alone in this world.  And Jesus stands among those saints—as their leader, as their guide, as their inspiration and comfort.


Let’s take some time now to name and to give thanks for those who we can sense stand around us, those who have walked before us, those who we will someday hope to rejoin, our great cloud of witnesses.

PAGE  
1

