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All Saints Sunday.  One of the top feast days of the Christian year.  The Feast of All 

Saints was actually Thursday, but we are given the prerogative to move it to the following 

Sunday.  We change our color to white.  We have special activities and often enhance our 

worship with other special inclusions.  It is a day that we take the time out of our normal 

existence to recognize all the saints who have come before us and even those still among us.  It is 

a big day and should be. 

But it begs the question, “What is a Saint?”.  I mean, if we are going to honor them today, 

don’t we need to recognize them?  Don’t we need to know who they are and what they look like?   

Maybe encyclopedias or dictionaries might help.  Here is what Wikipedia says: “Saints 

are individuals of exceptional holiness.”  The Graduate Theological Union at Berkley says, 

“They are exemplary models or extraordinary teachers.  They are workers of wonders or sources 

of benevolent power.  They are powerful intercessors and possess a special and revelatory 

relation to the holy.”  In other words, saints are extremely special and rare people.  

You’ve probably heard of some of them.  St. Peter, who our church is named after.  

Saints Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.  St. Paul.  St. Benedict, Francis, Claire, and Bridget.  

They all fit; exemplary models, extraordinary teachers, individuals of exceptional holiness.  We 

make statues of these people and put their faces in stained glass windows.  We name churches 

after them and, in some places, keep little pieces of their bones as relics to give those places 

significance.   

These are all people who fit the definition but are these the ones who we come together to 

remember today.  Well, the answer, of course, is “yes”.  But the answer is also “not only”.  

Saints of God are so much more in number than the ones that have officially received the title.  

When asked who the saints were theologian Frederick Buechner said that “they are men and 

women who are made not out of plaster and platitude and moral perfection but out of human 

flesh. Saints are people throughout time, even today, who have their rough edges and their blind 

spots like everyone else, but,” and here is the big but, “whose lives are transparent to something 

so extraordinary that every so often it stops us dead in our tracks."   

It reminds me of a little boy, who went to visit his grandparents one weekend.  On 

Sunday they went to his grandparents’ church. Before the service started his grandfather took the 

boy into the sanctuary which was lined down each side with stained glass windows.  On each 

window there was a figure of a well-known saint in the center of it.  They were powerful and 

faithful figures of the church throughout time.  They held crosses and swords and shields.  Some 

were on horseback. Others were on foot.  Most were surrounded by angels and all had halos 

hanging over their heads.   
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Seeing that his grandson was interested in the windows, the grandfather finally explained 

to him that the people that he saw in the windows were all saints of the church.   

Later that day when the boy arrived home his mom asked him about his weekend and he 

told her about the cool windows and how they were filled with saints.  In order to see if he had 

an understanding of what a saint was, she asked him with the kind of excited curiosity that 

parents and grandparents often show their children, “Really?  What’s a saint?”  Without a blink 

of hesitation, the boy looked up at his mom and confidently told her this: “Mom, a saint is a 

person that the light shines through.”   

That is the best definition of a saint I have ever heard.  It is the whole, complete picture.  

Saints are people who the light of God shines through.   

You see, it is not the saints themselves, necessarily, who are the key elements of the 

equation.  What makes a saint special is what lies beyond the saint.  It is what shines through the 

saint.  It is what the saints give witness to. 

Former Surgeon General C. Everett Koop writes in his memoirs about his determination 

to attend medical school at Columbia University's College of Physicians and Surgeons. He wrote 

this, “When I went to Columbia for my admissions interview in the fall of my senior year at 

Dartmouth, I felt very much at home...It was inconceivable that I would not be admitted. My 

discussion with the admissions panel seemed to go well until one of them asked me, 'Do you 

ever expect to make any major discoveries in medicine?' 

Here is how he answered the question, "Well sir, from what little experience I have in 

reading about discoveries in the field of medicine, I rather think that those who make them are 

building upon the efforts of many who preceded them but did not do that final thing that 

achieved success and fame. I would like to be the one who makes a major discovery, but I will 

be content to contribute to the process."  He was accepted into Columbia, by the way. 

In church language and life what Koop said would go something like this.  “Well sir, 

from what I have seen and experienced within the Body of Christ and within any particular 

community for Christ, the work that garners the recognition today is built upon the faithful lives 

and works of the saints that came before.  It will be that way also in the future.  While I would 

love to be one who stands out for my love of Christ, I will be content, and even take joy, in being 

a saint to build up Christ in my sphere of influence for those in the future.”   

The reality in the church is that it is not up to us to do some final thing because there is 

not final thing for us to do.  Christ will accomplish the final work.   

Our job, our calling, just like those we will recognize today at volunteer Sunday, is to be 

what is described in Hebrews, Chapter 12.  We, just like those who have come before us, are to 

be the great cloud of witnesses that gave, and give, voice to the faith through our lives.  

Together, they collectively shout to us and to the world of the truth of God.  And today we 

remember those shouts, both big and small, and pledge to add our voices into the future. 

I want to share another story.  Some years ago, a group of Christians from the United 

States visited war-torn Nicaragua. While they were there, a young man in their group was killed 

by the Contras.  Everyone was devastated, especially the missionaries.  On the next Sunday they 
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held a memorial service at the church where they were staying.  As they readied themselves for 

Communion, there was a pause. The congregation became silent.  Then someone called out a 

name.  In one voice everyone responded, "Presente!"  Another name was called out.  Again, 

everyone together responded, "Presente!"  Name after name was called out and each time the 

same response: "Presente!"  The pastor leading the missionary group didn’t understand what was 

happening until he finally heard the name of their friend who had been killed called out.  The 

same response came from everyone there.  It was then that he realized that all the names were of 

people who had gone ahead; all Saints of God.  

What they were saying was that, although the people being named had all died, their 

presence and influence was still felt there.  From that moment on he joined in shouting, 

"Presente!"  You see, shouting "Presente!" was a way of proclaiming the reality of the ongoing 

communion of Saints. 

Today we celebrate All Saints Sunday. Today, churches all around the world are doing 

the same thing.  It is a day that we remember the lives and the work and the witness of the great 

cloud of witnesses who have touched our lives by simply making themselves transparent and 

letting God’s light shine through them, on the people around them and down through the 

generations and onto us.  It’s a time we get to remember and give thanks to God for all those 

who have come before us, as well as those who have walked and are walking with us.  It is also a 

time when we get to recognize our place, each one of our places, in the chain of witnesses for 

future generations in the church throughout the world. 

Today, instead of just reading a list of names of people who have died this past year 

along with others who have touched our lives, I invite us to kneel as we are able, and to call out 

their names, followed by us recognizing their continuing presence in our lives even today by 

together calling out, “Present!” 

 

With thankful hearts, we pray for the saints of God through whom God’s light shines… 

 

…thank you, Lord, for blessing us with those many saints that you have put into our lives in this 

place.  Thank you for the privilege and joy that you also give us to be part of that great cloud of 

witnesses for our day and for the life of your church in the future. 

 

Amen 


