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Sermon                 Sunday 4 November 2018 
The Feast of All Saints 

 
 
Lessons  Wisdom of Solomon 3: 1 – 9  Revelation 21: 1 – 6a 
     St John 11: 32 – 44 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Breathe through us, O Christ, that Your Spirit of Wisdom may fill us to 
overflowing.   May we listen for the hushed silence of Your voice speaking 
through Scripture and the meditations of our hearts.   Amen. 
 
 
 

Today we mark the Feast of All Saints, All Hallows or the 

Solemnity of All Saints.   November 1 is All Saints Day:  it is a 

tradition and festival honoured by Christians across the 

world:  Orthodox, Anglican, Roman Catholic, Lutheran and 

Reformed.   On this day above all others, the Church on earth 

celebrates its unity and communion with the Church in 

heaven or Church triumphant:  the saints of every 

generation, every country and culture, together as one Body.    

 

All Saints’ Day is a moment in the church calendar on which 

we recall the martyrs, heroes and doctors of the Church, but 

also the so-called ordinary followers of Jesus, those whose 
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lives form no part of public record.   In Germany, All Saints’ 

Day is a public holiday; it is a day on which many people 

attend special services, light candles and pray for loved ones 

departed, and visit the graves of deceased relatives or 

friends.   In the past in this country people of all ages did so 

too.   In the Book of Revelation, we read of a new heaven and 

a new earth, of a time beyond time, when God will wipe 

away every tear from our eyes and death will be no more.   

There will be no mourning and crying, and pain will be no 

more.   On this day we reflect on the union in God of the 

living and the dead.    

 

In the Hindu tradition, on Elephanta Island east of Mumbai, 

there is series of caves dedicated to the god, Shiva.   A 

UNESCO world heritage site, the city of caves depicts the 

Trimurti:  the Trinitarian god Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva 

(creator, preserver and destroyer).   Completed in the sixth 

century CE, it speaks of the unity of all things, the cosmic 

process; worshippers, women and men, felt embraced there 
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and, for a fleeting moment in time, were enveloped in 

Eternity, in the Divine Reality.   Worshippers understood 

themselves to be one with those who had gone before and 

those who would come after them.   In this holy place, 

Hindus and Buddhists found a path of death and new birth.   

Today in our worship we are embraced by the Sacred and 

we too are caught up in the cosmic process, facing our own 

death and resurrection.    

 

We stand in the Judaeo-Christian tradition:  what is a saint?   

In Judaism, saintliness is piety and a morality higher than 

law.   In the rabbinic tradition, saintliness means a 

determination not to cause injury or damage to our fellow 

human being.   We are to care for the individual and the 

public good.   Rabbinic rules for saintliness include:  be 

ready to forgive the wrongs done by those who ask 

forgiveness; restrain oneself from doing evil, not because of 

fear of punishment, but for the reverence and love of God; 

and be cheerful and greet every person with kindness, even 
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a Gentile.   Following the shooting in Pittsburgh, standing in 

the Tree of Life synagogue, the worshipper Jeff Cohen, a 

doctor, said it was not his place to judge the gunman; it was 

his job to care for him medically.   Cohen said that the 

gunman, Robert Bowers, was just a guy, some mother’s son.   

Bowers, he said, was severely injured and in the synagogue 

he received great care.   This surely is saintliness. 

 

In the Islamic tradition, a saint or wali is a friend of God.   

After 1200 CE, the graves of Islamic saints became centres of 

pilgrimage, places where many Muslims would seek barakah 

(blessing).   In mystical Islam, a saint is one whose spiritual 

perfection is bequeathed to disciples.   Like Protestant 

Christianity, in Islam there is resistance towards the 

veneration of saints.   Yet, in countries as diverse as 

Pakistan, Egypt, Algeria, Indonesia, Malaysia, India, Russia 

and China, worshippers find comfort in the company of the 

saints.    
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What do we believe about the communion of saints?   Jesus 

told his followers that in heaven, in the resurrection, there 

will be no marriage:  ‘in the resurrection they neither marry 

nor are given in marriage’.   St Paul said we will be raised as 

a spiritual body.   In the Orthodox and Catholic traditions, 

relics are often considered sacred.   They are sacred because 

a person is both body and soul and the body of a saint shares 

in the holiness of the saint’s soul.   What is a Christian saint?   

Paul used the word ‘saint’ of us all:  people like Oscar 

Romero and Martin Luther King but also people who serve 

on Christian Aid or CrossReach committees, knit poppies, 

attend First Friday Friends or Sunday School, or serve 

faithfully, diligently on Kirk Session and its various 

committees.   All that is true and commendably so but is 

there more that can be said? 

 

In the Deuterocanonical book, the Wisdom of Solomon, we 

are told that the souls of the righteous are in the hand of 

God, where no torment will touch them; they are at peace 
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with hope full of immortality.   Attributed to Solomon, the 

king said: 

The spirit of Wisdom came to me.   I esteemed her 
 more than sceptres or thrones……I held riches as 

nothing……I loved her more than health or beauty….. 
What I learned diligently, I shall pass on liberally… 
for she is to human beings an inexhaustible treasure, 
and those who acquire this win God’s friendship. 

 
A saint, then, may be described as a friend of God.   Lazarus 

was a friend of Jesus, a friend whose death brought tears to 

the eyes of Jesus, tears to the eyes of God.   The story of 

Lazarus may be interpreted on a number of levels.   It may 

be read as a historical event, a moment by moment account 

of what happened.   As such, it demonstrates that God has 

power over death.   If we dig more deeply, what else might 

we find?    

 

It may be that the raising of Lazarus is an imaginative 

extension of the Parable of Dives and Lazarus in the Gospel 

of Luke.   In the parable, the rich man Dives is sent to Hades, 

to Hell, while Lazarus is seated in heaven with Abraham.   
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Dives pleads with Abraham for mercy and wants Abraham 

to send Lazarus back to Dives’ brothers as a warning.   

Abraham tells Dives that his brothers have Moses and the 

prophets.   Finally, Dives asks Abraham to send someone 

back from the dead.   Maybe there is a connection with the 

story in John, or maybe not.   What is strange is that the 

raising of Lazarus is surely one of the most significant 

moments in the entire life of Jesus, yet none of the earlier 

gospels mention it.   In the Gospel of Luke, we are introduced 

to the sisters, Martha and Mary, but not Lazarus.   In Luke’s 

Gospel, the raising of the widow’s son at Nain is a re-

imagining of the story of the boy raised by Elijah in the First 

Book of Kings.   What are we to make of Lazarus, the friend 

of Jesus? 

 

Before Jesus reaches the tomb where the body of Lazarus is 

laid, Jesus says to Martha, ‘I am the resurrection and the life.   

Those who believe in Me, even though they die, will live, and 

everyone who lives and believes in Me will never die’.   This 
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is the meaning of the entire narrative.   This is the meaning 

of the entire Gospel!   Those who are friends with Jesus, 

those in whom Jesus lives, though they die will never die.   

The Eternal dwells within us.   Jesus weeps over Lazarus; 

Lazarus was a friend.   They were soul mates; life 

companions.   We are to be soul mates, life companions of 

Jesus.   This is the pinnacle of what it means to be a Christian 

saint.    

 

By the time Jesus arrived at the tomb, Lazarus had been 

dead for four days.   Jesus was warned:  there is a stench.   In 

early Judaism, there was a belief that the soul would remain 

near the body for three days.   The point of telling us that 

Lazarus had been dead four days is to say that he was truly 

dead.   This creative midrash is concerned with more than 

physical death.   Enter the scene for yourself.   Are you in the 

crowd mourning with the sisters?   Are you Mary utterly 

grief-stricken?   Or, are you Lazarus?   For a moment, allow 

yourself to be Lazarus:  in the cave, bound, in the darkness, 



 9 

the stillness.   Stretch your mind:  feel what it means to be 

confined; imagine what it means to be dead, truly dead.   

Now, hear the words of Jesus, ‘Lazarus, come out!’   Allow 

yourself to feel that sense of liberation, of freedom:  no 

longer bound, feel an emerging sense of new life, be born 

again, leave the cave and enter a larger, wider and more 

profound consciousness. 

 

A saint of the Church is someone, like you and me, on a 

journey into a greater communion, an expanded 

consciousness in which we begin to truly feel for the other, 

feel ourselves at one with the One who holds the cosmos in 

being, at one with all things, and at one with the Church on 

earth and in heaven:  truly a member of the communion of 

saints.   Allow yourself to leave the cave of your life; allow 

yourself to see Jesus.   The saints are called to die to self, to 

accept the reality of physical death and to embrace a larger 

consciousness.    We are to embrace that consciousness in 

this life.    
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In the Church, we have been slow to embrace the spiritual 

insights of other denominations and traditions, and we have 

been particularly slow to welcome insights of other faiths.   

God is more beautiful and loving than our hard won creeds 

or our finest doctrines:  we have nothing to fear.   In heaven, 

there will be no Hindu saints, Jewish saints, Christian saints 

or Muslim saints.   In heaven, there will be only saints. 

 

Amen. 

 


