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“The Feast of All Saints” 

(Readings, RCL: Wisdom 3:1-9; Psalm 24; Revelation 21:1-6a; John 11:32-44)

It has been quite a week. I hope that you and all your loved ones are warm, and safe and fed. Many are not, of course, and later I will be announcing a collection for some of those who remain most affected by Hurricane Sandy. We continue to keep those still without power, shelter and basic food and personal items in our prayers, thoughts and actions over the next weeks and months. But for now, let’s pause and take a deep breath and reflect. Hurricane Sandy and its aftermath are a trauma for the city, the state and the whole east coast. We were without power here on the block this week, like so many of you. Some of you suffered through evacuation, the flooding of your homes and streets. Some of you are still not back home. There are many who lost everything, who are standing in food lines for the first time in their lives, their life upended, and “getting back to normal” is a far-off dream for them. We can hear these voices, this suffering on our TV screens and this week shows the great use media has in connecting us and helping us hear and understand the needs people have. And if there is anyone here this morning who has lost everything in this Hurricane, please speak to me or any member of the clergy and we will do whatever we can to help.

How have we reacted to this crisis this incredibly difficult week? I invite us to cast our minds back over the last few days and notice all the feelings and thoughts we experienced, and their intensity. Perhaps if we still had power we felt guilty; or perhaps we coped by intentionally watching the news updates as little as possible to try and “screen out” the suffering of others. Perhaps we simply thought: “If I had known what was coming, I would have been better prepared and done x, y, and z”. Perhaps some of our feelings this week might have included: envy for those who never lost power and never shivered in the cold and dark. Perhaps those of us living in the cold and dark were afraid that if power didn’t come back on soon, neighborhoods would become unsafe as looters took to the streets (as is happening now in parts of Staten Island). Perhaps we were afraid of running out of gas for our cars or our generators -- gas that we needed to keep ourselves and our family warm and fed. Perhaps we did run out of gas or food or batteries. Perhaps if we were able to leave our powerless neighborhood and go stay with friends or to a hotel, we felt ambivalent about that as though somehow we were wimping out or abandoning our post. We may have had a range of feelings and thoughts, sometimes conflicting with each other. We may have experienced both the desire to help and genuine altruism at the same time as we felt fear of running out or not having enough ourselves – enough energy or food or light or good will. Perhaps we were able to translate the intensity of our experience into questions about how we could help -- and then translate the questions into actions of reaching out.

Whatever our feelings and thoughts this week, those of us who experienced the Hurricane are all still probably in some degree of shock, and that is understandable. We may simply be exhausted and numb. Let us reflect on how we can grow as human beings from the struggles and sufferings we experienced this week.

The truth is that for many of us here, once power is fully restored our life starts to get back to normal. Even this week, those of us in the cold and dark could be reasonably sure that sooner or later there would be light in the streets again, food in the stores, subways and busses will run again, and there will be gas in the pumps. And then... suddenly, power comes back on. We re-enter, blinking, into the dazzling parallel universe that is the usual world we know. Having power at the flick of a switch feels likeunbelievable luxury and we realize: We are so privileged. The light goes on for us about our relatively luxurious life.

But there are thousands of people who have lost everything, and they are our friends and our neighbors and family members of our colleagues and they are very close by. In fact, “they” is us, but for our great good fortune. If we are fortunate enough to be “getting back to normal” this weekend, let us not lose touch with our full and compassionate humanity. Let us always try to remember – not just in our heads but in our hearts and guts - what it is like to have no heat and no power. Let us remember what it is like when the night comes. To be cold, and not to have hot food to eat. What we experienced this week, many of us, is a tiny, tiny fraction of a glimpse into what poverty feels like for millions around the world every day and for the rest of their lives, and their children’s lives and as far into the future as they can see, if they even have a second to think about the future. This is “normal life” for so many: a grinding struggle to survive, to stay safe, to feed loved ones, to stay free from disease and bacteria, to be warm and dry - or not to die from the heat - and to have safe water to drink and wash in. When life is about survival, getting through each day, education and career feel like a fantasy for the rich, just having a job and being able to get to work feel like an amazing opportunity and privilege.

On Thursday night, my husband Scott and I drove out to New Jersey in search of gas for our little generator that allowed us to power a light and run the fridge for several hours each day. We ended up in a very gritty and poor area of Paterson. Lots of gas stations, no gas. Long lines of people waiting with their gas cans for their generators. But no gas. There were threats and street fights. Humanity was not seen at its best – desperation was in the driving seat and in the air.

And then, this week, acts of human kindness probably stood out as shining lights. We can each probably think of some of those moments and people too. People who stayed connected to their full humanity and our amazing capacity to help each other, to offer comfort and kindness, to really be present to the needs and sufferings of others and do whatever we can to help. The goodness as well as the selfishness of humanity emerges even more sharply in times of crisis.

As we celebrate the feast of all saints today, it may comfort us to remember that even the most famous of the saints were imperfect just like us. We may expect saints to be perfect, especially the great ones who make it into stained glass. But of course none of the saints were perfect. They were a mix of many qualities and impulses and contradictions, just like us .And they were on a learning curve, just like us, trying to do the best they could in whatever circumstances they encountered. There is nothing to be ashamed of in being imperfect. This is how we are made. Perfection is not a human quality. And anyway, what does that mean,” perfection”? Each person who becomes fully who they are created to be has their own perfection.

Even in the finest stained glass window, each shard of glass is essential but each piece is only part of the picture. It’s the way the pieces come together that makes each window unique and beautiful. No two stained glass windows are alike. You can’t buy duplicates at Home Depot. It is the Artist who does the assembly – the Creator - who makes the overall picture intelligible and meaningful. And then when the light shines through, it is breath-taking.

It’s the humanity of the saints – their quirks and uniqueness - that make them so beautiful and extraordinary. Balance isn’t the most important thing in sainthood. We know that sainthood isn’t about the perfect diet, lifestyle, body, bank balance, job or any of those measures of superficial success. Sainthood isn’t about being perfectly calm and peaceful and prayerful all the time either, though that is a wonderful aim. But at its heart, sainthood is about truthful living. It is about living from the center of who God created us to be, the truth of who we are, the foundation of God’s image in us, which is our center. Sainthood isn’t ultimately even about you or me, it is about God’s light shining through us, through God’s creation. Sainthood is about God’s work in the world, especially through humanity. So when people become fully who we are created to be, God’s loving care shines through us.

As we celebrate all saints, let us reflect on who God created us to be, and become it wholeheartedly. And let us especially give thanks for the fullness of our humanity, which was both so tested and so evident this week -- the fullness of our humanity which is our compassionate self. May we continue to choose to grow in love and service of our neighbor each and every day.

AMEN

