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“They say there's a heaven for those who will wait. 

Some say it's better but I say it ain't. 

I'd rather laugh with the sinners than cry with the saints. 

The sinners are much more fun. 

Only the good die young.” 

So first sang Billy Joel in 1977. 

Now, it’s hardly deep theology; it’s really just about a “bad boy” trying to 

entice a “good girl” named Virginia to go out with him, but it does 

reflect a vague general belief that prim and proper God-fearing people 

are humorless and dour and that it’s regular folk—who know they are 

far from perfect—that know how to enjoy life. 

And though he immensely popularized the phrase, “only the good die 

young”, it was actually was first used by the ancient Greek 

philosopher Herodotus [huh-ROD-uh-tuhs] in 445 BCE, the idea 

being that the gods want the best people with them in the afterlife. 

And certainly since the Catholic Church first started a 1,000 years ago of 

canonizing deceased people who demonstrated “heroic virtue” and 

evidence of at least one miracle performed in their lifetime as saints, 

it’s understandable thinking of saints only as very holy people.   

But the Apostle Paul used the term saint for living individuals who have 

dedicated themselves to the worship and service of the one true God 

as revealed through his Son, Jesus Christ or, as Paul writes, those who 

have been “sanctified in Christ”.   

Saint and sanctified come from the same root word meaning “to be set 

apart”, “to be different.”  Not in the sense of being better than others 
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or “holier than thou”, but simply to be holy, to being dedicated to God 

through Christ Jesus. 

And that doesn’t mean being somber and humorless.    

Our epistle lesson today from 1 John 3:1-3 reminds us of our inclusion in 

the family of God. We, along with all those confessing and relying on 

Jesus as God’s Son and Christ—past, present, and future—are 

“children of God.” Yet, rather than justifying our separation from the 

world, John reminds us that as God’s children we have a mission: to 

love. 

Faith, according to this letter, is not simply a matter of cognitive assertion; 

it is the testimony of the real-life, embodied experience that has been 

given to us by God. The glue that holds the church together is God’s 

love, which binds us into one family as children of God. 

For as our first lesson today from Revelation 7:9-17 points out, sanctity 

doesn’t come from us—it comes from the Lamb in whose name, 

person, and earthly vocation we are made free to approach the throne 

with boldness. As the late United Methodist pastor and author, the 

Rev. Laurence Hull Stookey wrote: 

“…those we rightly revere are ‘God’s saints’ in the sense that God creates 

them by grace. Men and women do not by sheer determination and 

self-discipline become saints. Sanctity is a divine gift. It is indeed the 

power of the resurrection at work in human lives. Thus, 

commemorating the saints is nothing other than a way of affirming 

that the transformative power of Christ is at work all about us in 

human lives…We are saints because God’s sanctity is at work in us, 

not because on our own we have come to great spiritual attainment. 
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In exploring the lives of the historic saints, it is necessary to be 

thoroughly honest about their limitations and faults, for only in this 

way do we come to believe that God can also work in the people 

around us and even in us, whose faults we know fully well.” 

To that end, All Saints’ Day has been celebrated on November 1 since the 

year 835. Previously it had been connected with the Easter season as 

a feast of all martyrs.  But in our Reformed tradition we have a 

different focus.  

While we may give thanks for the lives of particular luminaries of ages past, 

the emphasis is on the ongoing sanctification of the whole people of 

God. Rather than putting saints on pedestals as holy people set apart 

in glory, we give glory to God for the ordinary, holy lives of the 

believers in this and every age.  

It is a time we also give thanks to members of the community of faith who 

have died in the past year and where we pray that we may be counted 

among the company of the faithful in God’s eternal realm. 

It is about remembering the saints close to us—parents, grandparents, 

spiritual mentors, uncles and aunts—who have strengthened our faith 

by their words and examples. Remembering them, we continue to 

give significance to their lives and offer thanks for the way the Holy 

Spirit works to strengthen faith from generation to generation.  

And yet, with humility, we confess that we are also still sinners.  We can’t 

help but separate ourselves from God through our imperfect human 

selves.  And that is why we rejoice that we are saved only by the grace 

of God through his son, our Lord Jesus Christ.  And it is that 

acceptance that makes us saints. 
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And by the acceptance we are called to action, which you can find in the 

Beatitudes that you heard earlier for they are Jesus’ manifesto for 

transformation in the community he has inaugurated.  

The Beatitudes offer a promise of liberation to those at the margins of our 

society. They also invite and require anyone and everyone with 

privilege and power to participate in the process of making the 

promised liberation a reality. 

For when we see oppressed people, the question need not, and should not, 

be: Where is God when people are mourning, hungry, treated brutally 

and denied mercy? Instead, the question should be: Where is God's 

community and what is it doing to reverse the situation? 

For the blessings cited lie in being a part of the kingdom of God that exists 

both in the present and in the future. Those within the present 

kingdom of God who “are” in difficult circumstances “will be” blessed 

when God brings about the new creation.  

The signs of the kingdom are the people who live according to its values.  

They assist in bringing the kingdom about when they demonstrate 

mercy and work for peace. Such work is never for the saint to 

accomplish alone, but is aided and enabled by the King of the 

kingdom who makes all things new. “Sanctified in Christ Jesus” 

means that we are saints, but that it is Christ who brings about all 

possibility of goodness.  And for that we are eternally grateful. 

So, with apologies to Billy Joel, but for me I’d rather laugh and cry with the 

sinners who are saints for there is where we find eternal life. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


