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S ermon:  St Stephen’s:  All Saints’ Day:  31st October, 2010
The old Herefordshire farmer was galloping down the road, rushing to get to church on time ~ particularly because he knew it was a special day, All Saints’ Day. Suddenly his horse stumbled and pitched him to the ground.  Lying in the dirt with a broken leg, whilst his horse looked down at him, the farmer called out, “All you saints in Heaven, help me get back up on my horse!” 
Then, knowing he had saintly assistance, he leaped onto the horse’s back with such force that he went right over and fell off on the other side.

Once again on the ground, he called up to Heaven, “All right, just half of all you saints this time”

Are saints like superman?  Do we call upon their superhuman assistance when all else fails?  Are they, therefore, as one of the benefits of faith, a bit like a divine insurance policy?  God says, “You believe in me, sign up to attending mass at St Stephen’s every Sunday and my saints will see you alright!”  The trouble is ~if that’s the deal, it’s a big con trick ~ because, you might have noticed, putting your faith in God, or even attending mass every week, does not save you from things going wrong in life.  Oh dear!
So even if we could stomach being infantalised by a God who always had to be a controlling father, with powerful friends, to our weak and powerless child, it doesn’t work in practice.  So, to change the metaphor, saints can’t be divine AA/or RAC men: their failure rate would be so great we’d all cancel our membership.

Well, that’s not much use!

Try it another way; ~ and don’t lose your sense of humour!.  Have you heard this joke?

What did the dragon say when he saw St George in his shining armour?

“Oh No! ~ I just hate tinned food!”
But there was no chance of dragonly indigestion!  For the story goes, doesn’t it, that the dragon, representing all that is evil, was taken on by George, and defeated.  No more superman to the rescue ~ rather, St George shows us that if we don’t fight the evil in our own lives, no one else will.  What are the dragons in your life? ~ and in our world?  St George touches real.

And ‘real’ is what counts.

So who do I think of when I thank God for all the real saints? ~  and what about you?
Well, to start with, I thank God for those men and women who have served, over the course of more than 30 years, as my spiritual directors.  They are  real people ~ no more perfect than you or me ~ so I give thanks to God today for Aidan, John, Michael, Arnold, Wendy, Peter and June ~ who have laughed with me, helped me face my sins but not despise myself, and who have wrestled with me, over the years, with God.  These saints, each in their own unique way, had their feet on the ground, and loved this world, but tried to keep their eyes on heaven ~ and helped me find seeds of resurrection growing in the most unlikely places; even in myself.  These down-to-earth saints have gently accompanied me through some of life’s memorable struggles.  Whether you talk about ‘wrestling’ ~ and think of Jacob wrestling all night at the Jabbok with the unknown  stranger, who turned out to be God; or whether you talk about St George doing battle (and it would have been mortal combat, no playing) with the dragon ~ for we all have dragons!  Or whether you talk, as Daniel did, in our first reading, about ‘great beasts that came out of the sea’ and ‘the four winds of heaven all churning up the great sea’ ~ very evocative of the all-engulfing chaos we experience at times.  Whether you speak in one metaphor or another of our chaotic experience, it remains true that God sends us homely saints, when we need them, to help us touch real, and to give us the courage to live in hope, without knowledge.
Never knowing for sure is human.  Saints know that uncertainty as sharply as we do.
The prophet Daniel knew that to be a ‘Son of Man’ (Daniel 7: 13) was to face ‘the churning of the great sea’ and ‘the great beasts that came out of the sea’ in our hearts, our lives and our world, and to face them believing that, mysteriously, we are being led closer into the presence of God.  Thus, as we accompany each other through life’s changes and chances, heart speaks to heart (as Cardinal Newman said), and each saint leads another forwards.  For we are all called to be God’s saints.
Daniel again:  “So he told me and gave me the interpretation of these things: ‘The four great beasts are four kingdoms that will rise from the earth.  But the saints of the Most High will receive the kingdom and will possess it for ever – yes, for ever and ever.” (Daniel 7: 18)

“Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, “ writes St Luke in our Gospel reading, attributing these words to Jesus, “because great is your reward in heaven.”  But ‘that day’ is ‘when men hate you, when they exclude and insult you, and reject your name as evil because of the Son of Man’ (Luke 6: 23 + 22)

To be a ‘Son of Man’ (and woman, they were patriarchal in those days!), as each of us is, throws you into the mixed-upness and ambiguity of the Beatitudes.
Sydney Carter got close to the truth, for me, when he wrote:

If you are a son of man
You wonder where you're going,
And what will happen when you die - 
There is no way of knowing.
They talk about a heaven
And they talk about a hell,
But whether they are right or not
No son of man can tell. 

But if I were the Son of God,
And if they crucified me,
I'd think that I was luckier
Than those who hung beside me.
I'd know that I would rise again,
And all things would be well;
But when you are a son of man,
However can you tell? 

If you are a son of man
Then you can be mistaken;
You hang upon a cross of doubt,
You feel you are forsaken.
And whether you will rise again
Is more than you can tell;
And if you were the Son of Man
You've tasted this as well. 

On this All Saints’ Day we give thanks for each other, for we are all sons and daughters of men and women, and we are all, without exception, called to be God’s saints ~ his holy people.  We give thanks, with a slowly dawning awareness that the ‘great crowd of witnesses’ by whom we are surrounded, and who cheer us on through our trials and afflictions, are not just the Saints Triumphant, who have died, and who enjoy their reward, but that we are cheered on and encouraged, in a plethora of small but meaningful ways, also, and most feelingly, by the Saints Militant here on earth ~ in other words, by each other.
And, of course, on this All Saints’ Day, as we give renewed thanks for each other, we offer fervent gratitude to God for the Saints of old, who keep our eyes on the hope and reward that is ours.

“Sing praise, then, for all who here sought and here found him,

Whose journey is ended, whose perils are past:

They believed in the light; and its glory is round them,

Where the clouds of earth’s sorrows are lifted at last.”
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