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My first sermon here as your pastor was on All Saints Sunday 10 years ago.  As most of you know by now, I love this holy day when we remember loved ones from the past.  We imagine our saints gathered around the table of Jesus and know that we will sit together again at that feast of belonging with God in heaven.  In the time that I have been here, again as most of you know, I have lost two of my beloved saints from my family.  And many of you have lost loved ones whom we remember again at this table in this room.  What sustained me in my losses and still sustains me today, is the love of God and the community of God’s church.  You surrounded me in my grief and supported me to move forward in faith.  I pray that any of you who are remembering loss today, have felt that same communion in community.  That is what All Saints Day is about.  Not just remembering, but receiving grace.  Knowing not only that we are loved in our loss, but that God has a future for us filled with hope and peace and joy unending.  

The first reading from Hebrews for today says,  “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”  What does “the conviction of things not seen mean?”  It means you cannot visibly see the future.  You can not see what God has planned.  You can’t see the proof but you believe.  You can’t see all the consequences.  You can’t be certain what will happen before it happens.  At some point you just have to take the leap of faith and act according to what you believe is right.  According to where you believe God is calling.  You do that by listening to your heart, listening to others, and listening to God.  In Hebrews, the list of people who lived by faith goes on and on.  We read 12 verses but there are so many more.  From creation, people of faith have had to choose to act and move forward in the face of uncertainty.  To put our trust in God, offer our best gifts and then jump in.  To trust that whether it’s the right choice or the wrong action, God will catch us and move us forward.  Trust that God’s “got us” and God will lead us.  Taking that leap of faith is hard – plunging forward into the unknown.  Trusting God.
It's hard to trust when you can’t see where the next step will lead.  But as scripture says, Adam did it; and Abel and Noah and Abraham and Sarah.  The list in Hebrews 11 goes on and on, naming ancestors in our faith who stepped out to follow God’s Spirit.  And the point of Hebrews is all those people didn’t even have Jesus – the evidence of God’s love in Jesus Christ, word made flesh who came to save the world.  They didn’t even have Jesus and still they trusted God and moved forward in faith.  How can we not do the same?  How can we who know Jesus, who have seen God’s love, who have experienced the resurrection, who have received grace upon grace?  How can we not leap forward in faith to the life God has promised us.  WE can.  Of course we can, because God holds us, Jesus leads us and the Spirit empowers us.  Of course, we are able to live boldly in the love of God and the miracle of Jesus Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Of course we can believe, even more than all of our ancestors.  We are called to serve Christ boldly in the world today, sharing God’s love, caring with the Spirit’s power.  Of course, in Christ, we can.  By faith.

Last week I talked about some of the changes coming in this church in the year ahead.  We may not be able to see next year, or three years down the road, or five years, or twenty.  Or even three months.  We may not be able to see how this church on this corner in Gardner will live long after all of us are gone.  But we can believe the love lived here will live long into the future God has planned for us.  We can believe that the love we gift today in our individual lives will continue to grow, to shine the light of Jesus, and to invite others into the presence of God.  Believe it.  The legacy of those we have loved and lost will live on.  We may not be able to see it, or to see how, but God can.  God sees what is yet to come and God offers us the chance to step forward and be a part of helping others to receive that grace.  By faith.

That conviction leads to the second reading for today from Hebrews 12.  “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses,” we can do anything.  God can do anything with and through us.  It is not us alone – we are never alone.  It is always God with us.  Further every saint who has gone before – who has inspired us and touched us and challenged us and helped us.  Every saint who has ever gone before remains with God and so remains with us – to offer encouragement and strength, energy and inspiration.  The image is one of a field race.  There we are lined up along the starting line of life – or better yet, already running in the marathon of faith.  And all these witnesses are filling the stands and cheering us on.  You can almost feel the love and support.  Picture the faces you have known, standing right here with us.  The cloud of witnesses loving you still.  I love that picture.  

Imagine.  My folks are here.  My mom’s in the choir.  My dad’s ready to share the bread.  My sister is probably beside the nearest child or young person whispering sweet encouragement or saying something funny.  So if any of our kids start laughing – it’s ok, they are hearing a good word from our great cloud.  Imagine.  Imagine your saints, sitting beside you or going before you.  Continuing to love.  Shining the light of Christ.  Inspiring faith.  Showing you the way to live in God’s love.  We are surrounded by that great cloud of witnesses here and everywhere we go.  Remember and be blessed.  

By faith, we receive God’s grace and step out to follow Jesus Christ.  God sends a million different encouragements every single day.  Look for those miracles that remind us of God’s presence, God’s power, and God’s plan.  One of those miracles is the sacrament of communion which we will share in a few minutes.  It’s just bread and juice.  But it is so very much more.  Communion is a witness to the presence of Jesus in our lives.  The Lord’s supper is a gift to strengthen us – to feed us and fill us and remind us that the Spirit of God gives us everything we need.  Take the bread of life and live to the glory of God.  Receive the cup of hope and share that grace in the world wherever you go.  These are the gifts of God for the people of God.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.  
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[bookmark: _Hlk145517072]Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Indeed, by faith our ancestors received approval. By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was made from things that are not visible.
By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain’s. Through this he received approval as righteous, God himself giving approval to his gifts; he died, but through his faith he still speaks. By faith Enoch was taken so that he did not experience death, and “he was not found, because God had taken him.” For it was attested before he was taken away that “he had pleased God.” And without faith it is impossible to please him, for whoever would approach God must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him. By faith Noah, warned by God about events as yet unseen, respected the warning and built an ark to save his household; by this he condemned the world and became an heir to the righteousness that is in accordance with faith.
By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to receive as an inheritance, and he set out, not knowing where he was going. By faith he stayed for a time in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise. For he looked forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God. By faith, with Sarah’s involvement, he received power of procreation, even though he was too old, because he considered him faithful who had promised. Therefore from one person, and this one as good as dead, descendants were born, “as many as the stars of heaven and as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.”

Hebrews 12:1-2
Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God.

The Word of the Lord.
Thanks be to God.
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