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24.  I’ve conducted 24 funerals or memorial services since I became pastor 

almost six and half years ago, most of whom were affiliated with our 

church, and I am about to do number 25.  

Nothing makes you confront life like death.  And nothing makes you struggle 

to comfort the living like the death of their loved one. 

Regardless of the circumstances, the finality of the separation always hits 

hard.  And does not end after the service is over. 

All cultures honor their dead in some fashion and we Christians developed the 

tradition to do so on November 1st, initially for all the martyrs who often 

were made saints, hence “All Saints Day.”  The remembrance of other 

faithful souls, particularly deceased friends and relatives, became “All 

Souls’ Day” and celebrated on November 2. 

We in the Protestant tradition have melded those together for the most part 

since the epistles describe all those who follow Christ as “saints.” 

Today’s lectionary passages for All Saints’ Day address this barrier we see that 

separates life from death and proclaim the hope we have in God as we 

face the reality of being mortal people living in a broken and dangerous 

world. 

At the time of Isaiah 25 in the 8th century BCE, the Northern Kingdom of 

Israel has been conquered by the Assyrians and the Southern Kingdom 

of Judah was a vassal state, the very existence of their nation and 

religion gravely threatened.   

And in this midst Isaiah writes this poem that essentially says Yahweh will 

destroy what separates people and nations, that he will swallow up 

death forever, and wipe away the tears from all faces, and the disgrace 

of his people he will take away from all the earth. 
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Today’s passage concludes with, “It will be said on that day, Lo, this is our 

God; we have waited for him, so that he might save us. This is the LORD 

for whom we have waited; let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.” 

This is beautiful, but seems like fantasy.  The people had seen death and 

destruction beyond what virtually any of us has ever experience—and 

we have seen more than we should with all the mass shootings, deaths 

from COVID, and all the wars and fighting around the world, not to 

mention the deaths personal to us of those whom we love. 

How are we to understand this defeat of death when we have experienced 

death's sting so acutely? 

To answer that the late Isaiah scholar Gene Tucker wrote, "While readers may 

see the end of death as the focal point, the text emphasizes the end of 

mourning. That is, the stress is upon the pain that death creates for 

those still alive, the survivors that mourn their loss. Even in this respect 

the emphasis is upon life and the living."  

The same can be said for All Saints Day. We remember the dead, but through 

and in our acts of memorial, we also come to see and value life anew.  

All Saints’ Day provides an opportunity to acknowledge that we stand 

upon the shoulders of those who lived and died before us, and to give 

them recognition. 

In a society that glorifies individualism, providing such opportunities and 

taking the time to reflect upon the contributions of our ancestors 

reminds us that what we have accomplished in life is partially due to the 

saints that preceded us. 

And yet to what end?  Can’t we just say, “Jesus is my savior”, lament how 

terrible things are in this world, and sit around and pray that Jesus will 
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come again and wipe out everything here and all the bad people—not us, 

of course—and finally have peace on earth?   

If you didn’t take it as a rhetorical question, the answer is no—to all parts of 

the question. 

In the gospel of John, Jesus does not perform miracles, but “signs”.  That is, 

miraculous acts to point to him as the messiah and help people to 

believe that. 

In today’s story from chapter 11 the faith of Martha and Mary is tested when 

Jesus fails to show up in time to prevent their brother from dying.  You 

can feel their grief, as did Jesus.   

Jesus comes to the tomb and, like God speaking in the beginning and bringing 

forth the world and life, Jesus simply speaks and commands to Lazarus, 

“Come out!” 

Then Jesus has the community unbind him and set him free.  Jesus started 

the process but the community was enjoined to participate in unbinding 

the dead person and restoring him to life. 

So, Lazarus gets another lease on life. However, his death is not defeated 

forever. This is not the resurrection of Jesus; it is the temporary 

recovery from death for Lazarus.  To what end?  To serve.  In fact, in the 

next chapter Lazarus literally serves a meal!   

Because to believe in Jesus is to model his behavior and serve others and as a 

community. 

And maybe that’s what is taking time for Christ’s return. Because, as 

commentator René Such Schreiner describes it, rather than being 

arbitrarily pushed through time by human actions, humanity is instead 

being pulled into time through God’s loving intention. 

Today’s second reading is from the Revelation to John.  “Revelation” in Greek 
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  is apokálypsis from which we get our English work apocalypse.  

We think of apocalyptic literature as predicting the future, but Revelation is, 

literally, revealing rather than predictive.  John’s vision lets us see God’s 

home among us without the veil of human destruction and violence 

Today’s passage says, “the first heaven and the first earth had passed away.” 

While we think about “passed away” as having been destroyed the Greek 

word used here actually means “to go away, depart, or cease.”  

In that sense then the new heaven and the new earth are not replacements for 

the world where we live but rather a renewal of the creation in the space 

where God has always been — among the saints from every generation 

and era. 

And note that the new city comes down to us from heaven. We do not go up to 

it. Revelation does not imagine the saints escaping this world for a 

heavenly reward. On the contrary, the saints inhabit a brand-new world 

created right where they live.  Heaven on earth with God dwelling with 

his people.  But we don’t wait until then to live. 

All Saints’ Day is about what all God’s saints have known and experienced, 

that here and now there is no death or grief or fear so deep and dark 

that the voice of Jesus cannot reach into it, call us out, and bring life. 

Jesus has already come, but we still wait. We wait for his return. We wait for 

God’s salvation to be fully ours. But we wait knowing not only that the 

Lord will come, but that he has come. 

We still live with death. But because of Jesus, we live with life, and that gives 

us even greater hope in our present, because we live on this side of 

Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. 

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

Amen.  


