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“Let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.” Isaiah 25: 9b

A few years ago, tragically, an American family was in a severe car accident; 6 family
members were left with permanent injuries. The family took General Motors (the
company that built their van) to court. A Los Angeles jury awarded the family a stunning
4.9 billion dollars (that’s “billions” with a “B”) in compensatory and punitive damages...  

How do these legal awards in the United States get so high? Like most of Canada, United
States law is based on English common law. (Incidentally, the common law tradition
developed from the gospel – the teachings of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount. Common
law was seen to be more merciful...) When hearing a case, a judge today makes a decision
based on how previous judges ruled in similar cases in the past... The trouble is, when one
judge gives a huge financial reward, it’s much harder for a judge who follows to change
course... If one judge decides that a plantiff should be awarded a billion dollars, it’s much
harder for another judge to award just $5 million dollars for a similar case, later... Basing
our legal decisions from the past, it’s much harder for an American judge to reduce the
financial rewards, once a few previous judges start going down that legal road...

The idea about going the wrong way and then turning around is the root of the Christian
word “repentance...” Imagine if we are following a path in the forest and the path forks in
two – we have to choose whether to follow the left fork or the right... If we choose one
way, realize we’re going the wrong way, and then turn around to follow the correct path,
that was called “repentance...” In the same way, in our spiritual lives, we sometimes end
up going the wrong way, and we need to turn around to go God’s way... This repentance
isn’t physically turning around, but a re-orientation of our souls to become aligned to
God’s plan once again... 

This past Monday, many parts of the Christian Church observed All Saints’ Day... In
many Anglican parishes, All Saints’ Day is being observed today, the following Sunday.
It’s called “transferring” a feast day... But I think we need to do this same kind of re-
orientation, this same kind of change in direction, when we observe All Saints’ Day... I
am concerned that in many parts of the Christian Church, our understanding of “saints” is
largely misunderstood, and we need to self-correct our ideas...

If you’ll allow a personal example, when I was growing up, I had the sense that “saints”
were very holy, very special people of God, and they lived a long, long time ago. They
were probably praying for us... 



If we were very, very good, we might copy some of their devotion to Jesus Christ.  But
somewhere along the line, I got the impression that the saints were people who were very
unlike me...

In the New Testament, “saint” is used in a very different sense. For example, the First
Corinthians letter is addressed from Paul “to the Church of God which is at Corinth
–note, Paul is addressing the entire congregation – to those sanctified in Christ Jesus,
called to be saints together...” Do we notice that the apostle addresses the entire
congregation as “saints.” “Saints” weren’t a holy sub-class of Christians: They were the
entire Christian community...

So that’s where I fear we have gone astray: We have developed the sense that saints are
unlike us rather than like us... We might think that the saints we remember didn’t have the
same besetting sins that we so often struggle with – but that’s certainly not the case. The
heroic saints so often remembered were human just like us, and they have their
weaknesses! 

St. Peter the Apostle, for instance, had trouble with speaking without thinking first what
he was about to say – a problem St. Peter had for much of his life... St. Augustine of
Hippo, the great African bishop, was a petty thief as a teenager, lived with a woman, and
had a child out of wedlock before his conversion. Even late in his life, Augustine wrote
these self-revealing stories of frustration, that as a bishop he was not as patient as he
wishes he had been with weak members of his flock... To take another example –
sometimes old saints are portrayed as sexually repressed, but that can’t be said of St.
Pelagia. A well-known actress in her time, Pelagia had a reputation for sleeping with,
well, just about anyone, before hearing a bishop speak about God’s mercy, and turning
her life over to God...

Writing in the on-line publication Aleteia, Philip Kosloski has written, “Saints always
seem ‘too holy’ for us to imitate, but really they were more like us than we realize. They
struggled with the same addictions, pet sins and bad habits that we feel weighed down by
today...”

I believe Christians would do ourselves a great service if we re-captured the earlier sense
of saints. The issue is: Is it absolutely clear that our lives are given over to the love of
Jesus Christ? Never mind our pasts – many of us remember our pasts with some regret.
The blood of Christ perfectly washes the most stained soul... Do we know whose we are?
Do we belong to Christ? If not, what’s stopping us?  If so, we might not be officially
recognized by the world, but our status before the world doesn’t matter a whit! What
matters is that the God of glory has penetrated our hearts, and that we live completely for
him...



The Christian Church recognizes individual saints on particular days: St. John the Baptist
on 24 June; the Conversion of St. Paul on 25 January, and so on. But today we are
celebrating All Saints’ Day. Only God knows perfectly who belongs to him. We have the
humility to admit that there are far more who belong to Christ than can be counted...

Rather than seeing ourselves as different from the heroic saints, do we see what we share
in common, by faith? Week by week we confess in the historic Creeds that we believe “in
the communion of saints.” “Communion” means “in union with.” No doubt there are
saints from every era and culture, but we are united together, in our common bond...

A few years ago, an ancient tombstone was found in the Near East, of a Christian woman
who had died. It simply listed her single name, and then it read, “who so loved Jesus...”
That’s all we know for now. But by the grace of God, on one great and glorious Day, we
can anticipate a future reunion beyond whatever we can imagine or measure. It will be a
union with Jesus Christ above all, but also with all members of the great eternal city of
God, the new Jerusalem – known, and unknown... It will include a glorious reunion with
this simple woman who lived so long ago, “who so loved Jesus.”

Thanks be to God. Alleluia!

Amen.


