
SERMON FOR ALL SAINTS & ALL SOULS, 4 NOV 2018, UPTON LOVELL 
Texts: Wisdom 3.1-9; Revelation 21.1-6a; John 11.32-44 

 
Today is the nearest Sunday to the major feast of All Saints, and so our readings today celebrate the saints. 
But the day after All Saints we remember All Souls, and our service today also marks that commemoration. 
And again a warm welcome to those of you who have specially come today to remember a loved one who in 
your memory is still very much alive, and will be named today. 
 
In the Book of Common Prayer, All Souls Day is described as “The Commemoration of the faithful 
departed”; but a colleague remarked to me, as we read the relevant prayers on Friday “It should be the 
commemoration of ALL departed, not just the faithful” – and so it is. For which of us knows another 
person’s faith? – only God knows, and he wills that all shall be saved. So we pray for all those who have 
gone ahead of us into God’s greater light. 
 
I want today first to address the readings set for us and see what we make of them; then think briefly about 
All Saints; and finally about All Souls. 
 
The themes that are common to all our readings are pain and hope – present pain, which we recognise as 
part of our human experience; and hope of future joy and life with God. In Wisdom the righteous have been 
punished, disciplined, their death a disaster; but God has them in his hand and their hope is full of 
immortality – they will abide with God in love. In Revelation the existence of mourning and crying and pain 
is acknowledged….but the assurance is that they will be no more, for God will no longer be separated from 
his creation but will dwell within it, among mortals, and make all things new. This is not “pie in the sky 
when you die” – it is a renewal and re-creation of this world so that it, and all the creatures and people in it, 
are as beautiful and loving as God intended from the beginning. Another reason, by the way, for caring for 
this planet….it has a big future in God’s plan. 
 
And our Gospel reading has the pain and the hope – this time a hope fulfilled. Mary and Martha are in deep 
grief, and Jesus feels with them so deeply that he openly weeps. Yet Jesus has said to Martha (before our 
reading today) “I am the resurrection and the life. Your brother will rise again”. The future with its new 
creation and its promise of eventual resurrection, has suddenly come into the present – is here and now in 
the person of Jesus. He is resurrection-in-person, life-come-to-life. Eternity has broken into time, and future 
life becomes life eternal – now. He encourages them to hope, even in the midst of devastating grief. And 
then he calls Lazarus forth and out comes this shuffling, bandaged figure – fully alive again. What a 
wonderful, joyous moment for the sisters, how awesome for the other mourners! 
 
Scholars find all sorts of problems to worry about in this text. Why do none of the other gospels record it, if 
it was so significant that it drove the Jewish authorities to want to kill Jesus…and so, indirectly, led to his 
crucifixion? How could a body be raised after four days when it would be badly decayed in that climate? 
Did it really happen, or is it a sort of allegory – or an extension of the parable about Dives and Lazarus? 
Whatever the details, it is clear that something happened, overwhelming and awesome to those present; and 
more to the point, we know that Jesus is the resurrection and the life to millions today – to all who are dead 
in despair or wrongdoing, dead in fact to God. They can be restored to active life and love, through believing 
in Jesus who died and rose again. That’s what really matters. And, more than that, Jesus shows us that the 
quality of life experienced in relationship with him is so strong and so deep that even death cannot destroy it. 
 
Then we come to All Saints Day – and it’s worth noting straight away that “saints” in the New Testament 
are not just the mighty heroes of the faith who are called Saint Mary or Saint Peter, and have a special day in 
the calendar and their pictures in stained glass windows. Paul – sorry, Saint Paul – in his letters writes “to all 
the saints in the church in Ephesus……or Philippi or Colossae”, using a Greek word for saint that means 
“set apart” or dedicated. So everyone in the church, in Paul’s mind, is a saint…or we might say, an 
apprentice saint. You and me – we are apprentice saints. Yes, we learn from those who have gone before, 
and get inspiration from their lives, and honour their memory. We may, as Roman Catholics do, ask for their 
intercessions before God – the personal columns of the papers are full of entries saying “Thanks to St Jude”. 
But in the end it’s down to us to build our relationship with God and try every day to follow Jesus’ teaching 
and get closer to him. 
 



And for All Souls?  
Since Jesus is the Resurrection and is eternal life, we who have put our trust in him and dwell in him are 
promised his eternal life – that deep rich quality of life in relation with God which not even death can 
destroy. And in that life we are in relationship also with all our fellow-Christians who have trusted in Jesus – 
and that’s what we mean by “the Communion of Saints”, which we say in the Apostles’ Creed that we 
believe in. So what is the Communion of Saints? In that relationship we are part of that vast company of all 
those who have loved the Lord and died in the faith of Christ, across the centuries, and also across the world 
on every continent.  Although those who went before us have died physically, they are still alive in the God 
in whom all creation has its being. Jesus made this clear when he quoted the OT where God says “I am the 
God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob”, and emphasises that God is the God of the living, not the dead; 
that, being outside time, he is  present to all his creation, at all times and everywhere. So in God those who 
have died to us have a continuing life. Indeed many people will tell you that they remain aware of the 
unseen presence of close loved ones who have died, at least for a time – my own grandmother experienced 
this after her husband died in the First World War, and some people present here may have their own 
experiences to tell. Gerard Hughes, a Jesuit priest, has written: “the dead are like shy guests at a party; they 
will not intrude and go easily unnoticed. But if we give them attention, we can become increasingly aware of 
their comforting presence”.  I believe they pray for us, and we can pray for them. And since what goes on in 
our hearts has repercussions through all creation, prayer is an effective way of working for the good of all 
people and all the universe. Calling to mind the saints, as Bernard of Clairvaux said, will also inspire in us a 
longing to share their company – “to share in the citizenship of heaven, to dwell with the spirits of the 
blessed and to be united in happiness with all the saints”. And remembering them means we also long to see 
Christ in his glory, as they do, and one day ourselves share in that glory. So we pray that we too may attain 
to that glory. 
 
What is their life like? 
I think we naturally wonder about the life  to come, and what it will be like – and no-one except Jesus has 
ever come back to tell us, and he didn’t say much. So we don’t really know anything definite about the life 
after death, though near-death experiences hint at unimaginable beauty and light, joy and peace. We don’t 
really know what happens at death or afterwards, and the brief allusions in scripture don’t tell us much. But 
we are given an assurance that our departed brothers and sisters are safe in the love of God, and that we 
through our communion with Jesus Christ are still in communion with them. Paul’s belief was that everyone 
would remain in their graves until the day of Christ’s second coming, when all would rise again “at the 
sound of the trumpet”, the living faithful would  be gathered up in the clouds, and “we will always be with 
the Lord” (1 Thess 5:17). Others see us as joining the crowd worshipping around the throne of God, as 
described in Revelation. Traditional Catholic doctrine provided for a time of purging and purification, called 
Purgatory, before the human soul was fit to live in God’s presence. Some contemporary Christian thinkers, 
such as Scott Peck, imagine that after our life on earth, we will in Heaven be given work to do according to 
our talents, work which is totally fulfilling and enjoyable and directed to the saving of God’s people still on 
earth. But I will close with a meditation by a Catholic priest, Michel Quoist, a meditation occasioned by a 
funeral: 
 
“Leaving the graveyard, some were sobbing “It’s all finished” Others were murmuring “Poor man, that’s 
how we will all end”. Others sighed in relief “Well, that’s over”. But I was thinking, it’s just beginning. Yes, 
he had finished the last rehearsal, but the eternal show was just beginning. The years of training were over, 
but the eternal work was about to commence. He had just been born to life, real life. Life that’s going to last. 
Life eternal.” Amen 
 


