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Today is one of the most important days in the liturgical year in my opinion. And perhaps not for the reasons some might think. I actually do not have a high regard for special church days as defined by the Church. But All Saints Day is a time for fewer words and more reflection. More time to remember what we know and those we have known. It is a day for quiet and for contemplation. It is a day for celebration. It is a joyful day.

Some of us have a very high standard for saints. They are the ones who did the extraordinary things. They are the ones who pray all night, who give of themselves all day. They are the models of faith. And yes, this is all true. But it is not the whole truth. 

I caution us not to use any one definition for a saint – unless it is both broad and free of judgment. For many of the saints are those who spoke against the ways of the church, or the political leaders, or the wise people of a given day and age. They were often discarded by their colleagues as being off base and wrong headed.  That’s because it is hard to see beyond what we know. It is hard to imagine Earth is round when your whole world view is built on the notion of Earth being flat. It is hard to imagine multiverses when all we have known is one universe. But some people have the gift of imagination, and courage, and are so in touch with their spirit that they live their lives in spite of such criticism and mockery.

I would say that a saint is one who lives her or his life with integrity and authenticity as much as possible. And who among us lives this way all the time? A saint can live from the inside out – not worried about appearances or what others might think, but trusting the spirit inside to guide them in what they do. 

I am grateful for the lives of Beethoven, Bach, Handel, Mozart – for their ability to feel the music in their souls and to play it for all to hear. I am also grateful for musicians that hear a different beat and a different tune – and for those who bring music to living rooms while moms and dads fix dinner, for those who play in their bedrooms on guitars and flutes and drums.

I am grateful for Leonardo da Vinci and Michaelangelo and so many others for their great art – and I am grateful for the art of artists here in Asheville that make our city so wonderful and exciting, and for the art that hangs in our art gallery each month – like this month’s art created by Kelly Amundson. I am grateful for an art piece drawn by my daughter Emma Claire when she was 4 that hangs over my office desk – entitled Rain in a Cloud – and for all the art work that hangs on refrigerators in our homes. For the beauty and creativity they bring to our lives.

I am grateful for great scientists and inventors – whose theories helped us see the world differently. For great thinkers and leaders who had the courage to lead people to new possibilities.

And I am grateful that all of these people had the courage to follow their own spirit, their own yearnings to find their life, to live their own life – and not to follow someone else’s path instead.

But even more, I remember and am grateful for the close saints of our lives – our mothers and our fathers, our teachers, our Sunday School leaders, our neighbors, our extended family. Our scout leaders and our choir directors, our coaches. I am grateful that they gave of themselves to help us become more fully ourselves.
I remember the story of a mother. Her son was born with no arms. His mother always dressed him – until he was a pretty big boy. And then one morning, she placed his clothes on the floor and said – dress yourself. 

The boy said – I can’t dress myself. I don’t have …
She said – You’ll have to dress yourself, … and she left the room.
The boy kicked and screamed and yelled – You don’t love me anymore. This tirade went on for some time. Finally, he realized if he was going to get any clothes on, he would have to do it himself. It took hours – he struggled, but finally he got some clothes on. 
What he never knew was that in the room beside his, his mother sat and wept.

I don’t know if God distances Godself from us, but I know sometimes we feel the distance. And I know some people are able to be strong and allow the distance if it helps another to grow up and more fully realize what one is capable of doing and being. (This story is told by Fred Craddock and can be found in the book Craddock Stories.)

I remember my dad inviting us kids to go into the side yard and pass the ball. I was about 4. As we played, other kids in the neighborhood came and watched and my dad would say – come and join us. And when Jimmy from across the street came – I said, please dad, don’t invite him. He’s not very good. And nobody really likes him. But dad was not moved – and he invited Jimmy to join the others. And then Sondra came - and I said – no dad, not a girl – she  can’t throw and catch – but dad was not moved – and he invited Sondra to play. Before long there were 10-12 kids playing ball with my dad.

And that’s how I learned what the church was about. And what it means to live like Jesus. And what it means to be creative and to imagine another way.

I remember a friend of mine telling me about his teacher – I think he was in middle school – they called it junior high back then – and this teacher confronted him with being a bit lazy. Said – I think you can do better. He was angry, embarrassed. How dare her say that to me. What does she know about my life. But when he got home, he realized that he was glad she had challenged him. She did it kindly. She just said – I think you have more inside of you than you are putting forth. And so that night he worked very hard on his homework.  And he got into what he was doing. At one point he said – “Oh, now I understand this.” And the next day he turned in that assignment with pride. Because the teacher was right. And he never forgot her.

Who are the saints that you remember? How have they left their mark on you? Maybe they were janitors, or doctors, or someone you never knew but learned about and connected with in a book or on a tv show.  How is it they touched you? 

Today we remember. And in remembering, we don’t just engage in an act of nostalgia. We re – member. We commit ourselves to the task once again of being our own authentic selves with all our integrity. Sure we have fallen short. Sure we have messed up. Sometimes we have messed up big time. There are wounds from our past. They can be healed still. There is anger and bitterness – it is not too late to practice forgiveness. This is your life. Now. It’s all you have. Do you really want to hold on to what hurts so much. Or are you ready to let it go and start again? Life calls us to this moment, to live our lives – and to let go of that which gets in our way of being our best self. I think the saints know this.

They bear witness to the blessing of God. They are vehicles of grace. They call us to live fully engaged lives. That doesn’t mean they are all sweet and cuddly – no, the saints can be old curmudgeons, crusty around the edge. They can be odd sorts of folk. 

Truth is, they can actually be just like you and me. You and me. 

Today we remember … and we celebrate!
