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Sermon for November 1, 2020 

All Saints’ Day 

 

 

Have any of you ever heard of a Death Café? I heard about them a few years ago 

and was immediately intrigued. I did a little research and even attended one in 

Manhattan. Really, the concept is simple. Since death is the one thing that every 

human being ever born will experience, it is perhaps the one thing we know we can 

all relate to. Death Cafes bring people together around the table to talk about that 

one thing they hold in common – death.  

 

In many ways we avoid talking about death all together. We rarely talk about what 

it means for us that we WILL die at a point in time -- we know not when. Nor do 

we talk much about what it means that others in our lives will die. As though if we 

even mention the word, it might actually happen right now.  

And nearly everything in our Western, “civilized” society is set up to deny the 

reality of aging and death. But what interested me about Death Cafés is that they 

bring together people who actually find talking about death meaningful. And these 

are not necessarily religious people. These are mostly secular folks finding 

meaning in our mortality. I realized that people of all faith backgrounds and no 

faith at all, have a very real need to process this fact of life that is mysterious and 

often scary for us to reckon with. By confronting the very thing most of us avoid, 

we can learn to live with it better.  

 

It got me thinking about the gift of our faith. Because Christians confront death 

weekly if they are part of a church. Maybe you didn’t realize it, but part of our jobs 

as pastors is to lead a liturgy that confronts our death as it has been transformed by 

God into the means of new life. When we preach, we talk about the redemptive 
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death of Christ for us. That is law and gospel, death and resurrection. It’s why in 

worship we began with a thanksgiving for baptism, a reminder that the old self has 

been drowned and we have been raised up again to life in Christ. It is this same 

baptism we remember at the bedsides of people nearing their own deaths. To tell 

them again the promise that we are never far from the redeeming power of God in 

Christ, even as we leave this life. That just as the author of 1John tells us, no 

matter what we will be, “we are God’s children now…”  

 

Last year I recall I preached on All Saints Sunday too. It’s just the way the 

scheduling fell. Not because I have any particular gift for preaching on these 

themes. Then I proposed the metaphor of a bus or subway for the Communion of 

Saints. This year, I have an image in my head of the Communion of Saints as a 

death café or maybe a café for the dead. I picture the scene a little like the one that 

John of Patmos shares with us in Revelation:  

“After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could count, from 

every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne 

and before the Lamb, robed in white, with palm branches in their hands. 10They 

cried out in a loud voice, saying, “Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on 

the throne, and to the Lamb!” 11And all the angels stood around the throne and 

around the elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before 

the throne and worshiped God, 12singing,” 

 

If you use your imagination you can see them all, gathered in at Temple Coffee or 

Old Soul -- a whole mishmash of people in white robes sipping coffee, eating and 

drinking, laughing and singing together about everything and nothing at all. A 

great big social gathering at which Jesus is the host in the kingdom of God. A 

gathering space where the Beatitudes Jesus preaches on the mountain are fully 
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realized. Where the spring of the water of life flows unending for any who need 

refreshment, and God is there wiping away any tears that fall.  

Maybe after 7.5 months of keeping our distance from others, a multitude of people 

gathering in tightly around God’s throne seems inviting to you. Or else the thought 

makes you anxious. And that too can be true of our faith in a God who is so 

powerful that to be in God’s presence is at once comforting and terrifying.  

 

The celebration of All Saints helps us to keep a perspective on what it means to say 

that we are God’s children now. That despite not knowing what the future holds, 

we live into the promise that God is making us new. That even though what we 

will be has not yet been revealed, we say that we know that God is transforming us 

even now to be like Christ for the sake of the world.  

Those saints who have gone before us in life and death are witnesses to us of the 

life we share in Christ. A life that does not mean we will not suffer. In fact, it 

seems that a life in Christ presumes suffering. Not that God causes it, but that God 

understands the frailty and limitations of humanity. And the brokenness that 

touches our own lives can then spill over and impact the lives of others in profound 

ways. It’s what has happened over and over again when we see much of the 

tragedies and devastations, forcing us to look at our collective mortality. Whether 

that is the climate crisis exacerbated by human complacency as it makes refugees 

and victims of famine and flood. Or the deaths of people because of unjust 

systems. Or even how a virus spreading seemingly of its own accord can be helped  

by people who are careless.  

When John has his vision of throngs of people gathering together in praise of God, 

he is told something very important by one of the elders, lest he think it is a 

celebration without any hardship, – “these are the ones who have gone through the 

great ordeal.” 
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In Brooklyn I was pastor to a mishmash of folks. Some were life-long, practicing 

Christians. Others had been baptized but had not been part of a faith community 

for a long time, if ever. Some were not Christian at all but found a home among us 

and a welcome space for their questions. I remember one time we were discussing 

the Sermon on the Plain – Luke’s version of the beatitudes. Very similar to what 

we heard in Matthew’s gospel. I asked the group whether this vision mattered. I 

mean, it seems trite to tell a group of suffering people, going through all kinds of 

ordeals, that those who mourn will be comforted at some unknown point in the 

future. A future we may not even experience here in this life. Or that to them 

belongs the kingdom of heaven. A place that is intangible and far beyond what we 

can imagine for ourselves in the present. I remember that Kyle spoke up. He was a 

young man with a lot of struggles himself. Some mental health and addiction 

issues. He said, “It helps to be able to hold onto a vision that brings hope. Without 

that we have nothing.”  

 

There have been many ways we’ve tried to cope with the ordeals of 2020. 

Humorous metaphors can help us break the tension. Something like a dumpster fire 

or maybe this: [image] 

But it can help us to remember the lives of the saints. Both those more famous ones 

that struggled early on to hold tight to faith in the midst of persecution, like saint 

Paul executed by Rome for spreading the gospel. Or more recent saints like 

Theresa of Calcutta, better known to us as Mother Teresa, who saw so much death 

in her life, but chose to minister to people in their last moments. But also our own 

saints, those dear to us, who can help us to understand that even when things seem 

to be the worst they’ve ever been…still we hold to the promises of Christ as a 

pattern for our lives:  
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Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

  4“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 

  5“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 

  6“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be 

filled. 

  7“Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. 

  8“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 

  9“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 

  10“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven. 

 

Though what we will be is yet unknown to us. Beloved, we are God’s children now 

and always.  

“Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power 

and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen.” 

 

 

 

 


