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All Saints’ Day
John 11:32-44
It is always striking to me to realize that the people of Jesus’ time had a very different concept of life after death than we do.  There is no mention of afterlife in the Torah, for example.  The Jewish spiritual leader and scholar, Rabbi Joseph Telushkin, surmises that one reason is that the Torah was revealed to the Jews right after their years of captivity in Egypt.  The Egyptians were obsessed with death and the afterlife, which is why they built those giant tombs known as pyramids.  There had been little in that life in the way of salvation for Jews.  By the time of Jesus and Lazarus, Jews were used to keeping their focus on this life and how they lived in it.  When someone died, it was usual to think of them as gone forever.  No wonder Mary and Martha were so sad.
But with the raising of Lazarus, Jesus prepared his followers for his own resurrection and forever altered our understanding of what happens when someone dies.  We don’t understand completely how, but Christians believe that Jesus’ resurrection destroyed the finality of death, and the first words that one hears at the celebration of the life of one who has died are, “I am the Resurrection and I am Life, says the Lord.  Whoever has faith in me shall have life, even though he die….”  Today, on All Saints’ Day, we specifically remember our loved ones who have died, especially in the last year.  But if we’re honest with ourselves, it’s still hard sometimes to grasp the idea of eternal life.

And yet it is all around us every single day.  Today, because we set our man-made clocks back, dawn and dusk came an hour earlier, but they came.  In church, we baptized six new babies—babies who had names inherited from family members and friends and native cultures, babies who had the features of parents and grandparents and the personalities of favorite aunts and uncles.  We were reminded that St. Stephen’s will soon celebrate its 100th anniversary and that we are preparing for the next 100 years.  We watched thousands of leaves fall off trees, encouraged further by the rain that fell, and yet we know that those trees will have new leaves in spring and that the sun will shine sometime in the next few days.

These intimations of eternity are music in all of our lives if we choose to listen.  Think of your own family tendencies, the names that appear again and again on your family tree, stories that you were told as a child and have passed on to your own children, memories of favorite books or Halloween costumes or holiday traditions, all of the many things that are a part of your past that are or will be part of someone else’s future.  With hardly any more effort, you can hear your mother’s voice, or smell your grandfather’s pipe, or remember your husband’s laugh.  You may even have had the privilege of being with one of them when they would soon leave this earth and could already clearly see his or her way into the next life.  And you realize the blessing that all those things that are a part of us are just the beginning of what will never die. 

And in the words of Jesus on this All Saints’ Day, so we are all unbound and let go.  
