1 November 2020; All Saints Day

1 John 3: 1-3; Matthew 5: 1-12

Ashdon 9.30am; Patronal
1.
Who are the Saints?

I used to have an illustrated edition of Butler’s ‘Lives of the Saints’ - a Victorian classic. It goes through the year, giving details of the saints and their Saints Days, often including details of their grisly deaths, for many were also martyrs. The pictures, full of gold, are lovely, and these are perhaps the people we first think of as saints. Yet today, on All Saints Day, we remember not only those people officially recognised as Saints, but also the ordinary folk who have shown God’s love in quiet ways in their lives. 

This is well illustrated in the letter that Andy Colebrook has written for our Grapevine, where he tells the story of a mother and child visiting a cathedral and looking at the great stained glass windows. You can read the story for yourselves, but it ends with the child observing that the saints are the ones who let the light in. I will reflect on this further this afternoon in our service for All Souls, because I think it is a very important and helpful image for us all. Some people do indeed let the light of God shine through their very being and how they live. But this morning, I want to use our gospel reading to think not just about how we do this as individuals, but about our purpose as a church and how we can be a community which points to the light and love of God.
2.
How do we do that? The Beatitudes

Our gospel reading contains some of the most famous words of Jesus, which we call the Beatitudes. Whilst they are words with which we are familiar, they can also be confusing. Some are more obvious than others, but what does it mean to be ‘poor in spirit’? What for that matter, does it mean to be ‘blessed’ – the Good News Bible even uses the term ‘happy’. But mourning and being persecuted don’t sound like things that make us happy in the sense that we usually understand that word.
Another book that I used to have is one called ‘The Street Bible’. It was rather wacky, written in language designed to attract young people. Instead of the term ‘blessed’ or even ‘happy’, this Bible asks: ‘who will laugh last?’ I will read a bit to you, because I think that the attempt to be contemporary may itself make you smile and also add to our understanding.
Who’s laughing?

· I’ll tell you who’ll laugh last: the people who don’t think too much of themselves, who know they’re a mess – their ticket to heaven’s already in the post (first class).

· I’ll tell you who’ll still be laughing: the people who know about grief, who don’t shove the mess behind the sofa, but face it – God himself is going to put his arm round them.

· I’ll tell you who’ll laugh longest: the modest, gentle types, who don’t go round grabbing – they’ll get given the world.

· Who’ll be laughing? The people who only want to do the right thing, like it’s their food and drink – their ‘good news in tray’ will be piled high.

· Who’ll be laughing? The people who don’t hold grudges, who forgive and forget – they’ll get treated likewise.

· Who’s laughing, deep down, already? The people who aren’t polluted with stuff that mugs the heart – they’ll get to see God.

· Who’s laughing, deep down? The people who stop fights and start friendships, who turn fists into high fives – they’ll get known as God’s children.

· Who’s laughing? The people who get slapped down for doing the right thing – they get given the security code to heaven’s gates.

The trouble with trying to be contemporary is that in a few years this will be more dated that the old fashioned version! It may not be long before even the idea of first class post is not understood. Yet behind the language there are some important truths here.
Blessed are the poor in spirit. Rightly, I think the translation suggest that those who are poor in spirit are those people who know they are a mess, who know they can’t get it right. Sometimes we think of being a Christian as being unworldly but having the spiritual side of things sewn up. Not so, God’s people are those who know their weakness and their need of God. I have spoken before about our use of confession.
Blessed are those who mourn. Not just those who allow themselves to face sadness coming from human loss, but those who are saddened by the world around them, and who long for more. Those who share God’s sadness at the mess we are making of the world. Those who so hunger for righteousness that they mourn when justice is not apparent in our world.
These are characteristics that make us worthy to be called children of God. This status is one that is given to us by God, not something we can achieve by our own efforts. Yet the Bible also makes it clear that the call to be God’s children is not simply a call to us as individuals. Today we celebrate all the saints, and I believe that this is a time to reflect as well on our collective calling to be God’s children and to build a community that is the body of Christ, though which others can see God’s love. We are to be his body and his children together, and this calling should be something that is particularly important for us as the community here at All Saints.

3. 
Building the church: but what is it for?

I have sometimes thought that it must be easier to be a saint on your own – after all, it is other people who are the problem in life! Certainly I have a friend who used to be a nun, but found that living with the other nuns in her community was what made it really hard – and that can be the same in the local church. Yet we are told that it is together that we are the body of Christ. And here I think another image may be helpful. I have spoken about a picture – perhaps a famous painting - of a saint. And we have also thought about a saint as a person – famous or not – who is in a sense like coloured glass. A person through whom the light and love of God shines. 

Turning from the image of a picture (whether or not of glass), to the image of a building, the church may be thought of as a building to the glory of God. The Bible uses this image, speaking of Jesus Christ as the cornerstone, and the apostles and prophets as the foundations. This spiritual building is one of which we are all part. Our skills contribute to building the Church in a spiritual sense. Some of us are master craftsmen, some mere apprentices or labourers. Alan tells the story of a quarry labourer digging stone – hard physical work. Asked what he was doing, he replied proudly that he was building a cathedral. And so it should be with us – all the little things we do contributing to building up the Church whose business is to point people to God and to a deeper truth.
That’s all very well, but what does it mean here? Well, I have been asking myself what the village will miss if and when the usual Carol and Christingle services cannot be held this year. And I want to ensure that people are invited to come to Church at some point even if not for a service. For I see this physical building – to which others have contributed before us - as representing the deeper truths of Christmas – pointing to the good news of God’s love for each one of us. So I hope we can have the church open both on the Sunday before Christmas and on Christmas Eve, decorated to the hilt and with carols playing. For I want everyone to know that Christmas is about more than presents and food – and that even a pandemic cannot stop us witnessing to this.
Of course, even this may not be possible if we enter a national lockdown. But it is still worth thinking about the place that this church of All Saints has within our community, and about our purpose as members of it. We may be few, but our purpose is one that reaches out to others, as we long for them to know His love.  Amen
Hymns and music (iPod)

Fauré Messe Basse:  Kyrie
134
For all the Saints
555
Who are these? (communion)
516
Through all the changing scenes of life 

Gabriel’s Oboe from The Mission 


PAGE  
1

