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Please pray with me. May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be 
acceptable to you, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen. 
 
 
Today is All Saints Sunday. It’s a day of remembering the saints who have gone before, the 
saints with us today, and the saints who are yet to come. We remember the saints who have 
shared with us their love of Jesus, their passion for the lost and the forgotten. We remember 
those who embraced God’s abundance of mercy and grace and then shared generously with 
others. We remember those who witnessed daily to God’s presence in their lives, and their hope 
and trust in the resurrection. We remember those who remained faithful. 
 
I’ve always loved this day for the remembering, but also for the way it captivates all the senses 
in the remembering. Some congregations place a box of candles for individuals to light on their 
way to communion. Some hang banners with the names of those we’ve lost this year emblazoned 
in bright colors or gold thread. In a tradition recaptured by Nadia Bolz Weber, some 
congregations bake cookies in the shapes of the saints, sharing stories as they decorate. 
Congregations will also set out tables, encouraging those worshipping to bring something to 
remember a loved one by – a photograph or some baby booties. A Bible. A sweater or a pair of 
overalls. And finally, my personal favorite on All Saints Day is the tolling of the bells. One name 
read. One bell rung. One moment of silence. A saint named and remembered. As a child, I 
remember hearing the bell and then sensing the tears, seeing the tissue taken from the pocket, 
feeling the presence and the absence. 
 
While these All Saints rituals are sacred and cherished, we don’t only remember the saints today, 
but each time we worship.  
 
When we are physically present for communion we come forward down the aisle, with the saints 
gone before walking right beside us and amongst us. There’s Al, who always took the wafer with 
a chuckle, even when I saw him for the last time in the hospital. And Joanne, who loved loved 
loved to make incredible quilts. And Ron, the most generous man I’ve ever met. And Beverly. 
Wow, that woman could sing! And my grandmother, who shared her love of Jesus with me. 
They’re all here with us. We are walking to the feast together. 
 
Then we dine on the feast together – the saints before and the saints now. A feast to strengthen 
and nourish us for the life ahead. 
 
We might take communion standing, or we might kneel at an altar rail. I read this week that it 
was a Swedish tradition to place the altar rails in the form of a semi-circle. The half of the circle 
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which is seen is the church militant, the church still engaged in the spiritual warfare of this life. 
The half of the circle which isn’t seen is the church triumphant.  
 
As we kneel at the half of the rail with our brothers and sisters of the church militant, we are 
shoulder to shoulder with those today who are actively fighting battles against sin and the devil. 
Fighting battles with COVID, addictions, racial injustice. Those who are out of work or with 
health concerns. Those who are isolated and lonely. Those whose whole world has changed. 
 
Despite the chaos of our lives, we come together at the rail in community. As we kneel together, 
we know that their battles become our battles, and our strength in Christ becomes their strength. 
It is through this communion of saints that we face the world. As we kneel together, we also 
know that today, everything in this world is not what God intends or desires for us. We know it’s 
not all right. It’s the kingdom now, but not yet. 
 
In addition to the church militant – the kingdom now - if we squint our eyes just right, we can 
also catch a glimpse of the other half of the circle - the kingdom yet to come. The beatitudes 
from our gospel text today so beautifully capture this now but not yet: 
 

Blessed are the poor in spirit today, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 
Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 
Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. 
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 
Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 
Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven. 
Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil 
against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in 
heaven. 1 

 
As we squint our eyes just right, the church triumphant comes into focus, the kingdom yet to 
come – an image so beautifully described in our first lesson from Revelations. 
 

We see the saints before the throne of God, 
  who worship him day and night within his temple, 
  We see the one who is seated on the throne who will shelter them. 
 They will hunger no more, and thirst no more; 
  the sun will not strike them, 
  nor any scorching heat; 
 for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd, 
  and he will guide them to springs of the water of life, 
 and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.2 

 
                                                           

1 Gospel reading for the All Saints Year A, Matthew 5:1-12 
2 First reading for All Saints Year A, Revelation 7:15-17 
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With the saints gone before and the saints present today, this now complete circle reminds us of 
God's endless love and mercy. It’s a beautiful and unending circle of the communion of saints, 
filled with hope and promise. 
 
2020 has been a year, though, when squinting our eyes just right may not have allowed us to see 
the other side of the circle. The powers of darkness for some of us have seemed to overwhelm. 
We have lost loved ones and coworkers, neighbors and members of our congregations. Some lost 
to COVID. Some lost to age and accidents and cancer. Some have taken their own lives. Some 
are afraid. 
 
What’s been different is that for many, we’ve said goodbye through the cell phone of someone 
working in the hospital – thank God for health care workers and emergency personnel. We may 
have said goodbye through a window of separation or over a phone line. There may not have 
been that final hug or that final “I love you”. One described a recent death to me as an alien 
vessel which came down and scooped up their loved one. 
 
Some of us have grieved over ZOOM. A year ago, who would have ever thought grieving over 
ZOOM was a thing. For safety reasons we’ve no longer filled the sanctuary with people, glorious 
music and the hope filled Lutheran liturgy. The fellowship halls have no longer been full of 
Sarah’s fried chicken and John’s potato salad. Just a few have traveled to the quiet of a graveside 
and through the cries of our hearts, we have laid our loved ones into the ground. As with things 
like graduations and wedding celebrations, we’ve promised ourselves that we’ll hold the 
memorial services soon. When all this is over, we’ll gather the family together. We’ll celebrate 
the life. We’ll remember. I hope that we do this. I really pray that we do.  
 
But in the meantime, if due to distance or COVID or separation you’ve not been able to mourn 
the saints in your life who have died this year; if you need to usher your beloved one into the 
welcoming arms of Jesus, then the bells today are for you; the candles and the banners and the 
spectacular hymns; even the cookies shaped like the saints. They’re for you to know that’s God’s 
got this. 
 
So hear these words today. 
 
Into your hands, O merciful Savior, we commend our siblings in Christ. Acknowledge, we 
humbly beseech you, a sheep of your own fold, a lamb of your own flock, a sinner of your own 
redeeming. Receive those who have died into the arms of your mercy, into the blessed rest of 
everlasting peace, and into the glorious company of the saints in light.3 
 
Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           

3 Evangelical Lutheran Book of Worship (ELW), pg. 283, commendation. 


