All Saints Sunday 2007 – Revelation 7:9-17

Sermon by Rev. Rolf Svanoe


This past week I spent four days at the Blue Cloud Abbey just north of Watertown. It was time I needed to study and write. The monks and priests living there are part of the Benedictine order, devoted to work and prayer. Their lives are not austere by any means. For those who choose to attend there are four prayer services a day- hymns and psalms and scripture reading. It was refreshing to slow down and not be driven by a tight schedule. Thursday was a feast day of All Saints. After worship we walked in procession down to the cemetery where some forty monks were buried since the Abbey began in the early 1950s. We gathered there to hear their names read. The monks pray regularly for those who had departed that God would be merciful to them. This had been a hard year for them as three of their members had died. Father George, who has cancer and is not expected to live long, had to be driven down to the cemetery. After the names were read Father George joked, “you might as well just leave me down here and save yourselves another trip.”


All Saints is a festival on our church calendar that points us to heaven and to remember those who have gone before us. It’s more than just a memorial for the dead, for we remember those who have shared their faith with us. Who taught you to trust in God? Who gave you a glimpse of the love Christ has for you? Today is the day to name those individuals and give thanks to God for them. 


In Revelation chapter seven we read about the great host of heaven. It was a multitude so vast that no one could count, made up of people from every nation. One hears an echo of God’s promise to Abraham, a promise that his descendants would be as numerous as the stars of heaven, and that through Abraham’s family all the families of the earth would be blessed. The message is that God is trustworthy and faithful, a promise keeper. This great host of heaven were standing before the throne and before the Lamb, robed in white victory robes waving palm branches. They cry out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb!” Here is a picture of worship. There are no passive spectators. All cry out with passion in a loud voice, an act of worship with all your heart, mind, soul and strength. Around the throne are the angels, the 24 elders and the four living creatures, all on their faces before God in utter worship, singing with all their hearts, “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen.” Can you see them? Can you make out their faces? Can you hear their mighty songs of praise? 


The question is asked, “Who are these robed in white? Where have they come from?” The answer is given; “they have come out of the great ordeal and washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” Here is another echo from the Old Testament when God’s people were oppressed in Egypt. God used terrible plagues to free his people, and saved them from the angel of death by the blood of the Lamb. And now we know Jesus as the Lamb of God whose blood frees us from our sins. Again, God is faithful and trustworthy, a promise keeper. 


This past week I received an email from one of our members. She gave me permission to share her story. She said that life had been overwhelming for her family the last few weeks. A brother-in-law was diagnosed with incurable brain cancer, a father who had a stroke and struggling to regain his health, a grandfather who fell and needed to be hospitalized, and an aunt’s home struck by lightning and burned. She asked the question we all would ask, “Why?” How does one cope when faced with so much tragedy? 


It is the same question asked in Revelation at the end of chapter six after the four horsemen of the Apocalypse have come with all their horror- “Who is able to stand?” Who can endure such tragedy and heartache? The answer comes in chapter seven. It is the great multitude standing before the throne, “who have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. For this reason they are before the throne of God, and worship him day and night within his temple, and the one who is seated on the throne will shelter them.” It is a wonderful word- shelter. God promises us shelter- not a storm free life, but shelter. 


Over the years I have known many saints who have witnessed to me of God’s shelter. I think of Paul who died of stomach cancer. Before he died he shared with me that he could feel the prayers people were making for him. In the midst of his storm he felt God’s love and shelter in a powerful way. That story could be retold countless times. You’ve heard them. You know the saints. You see their faces. 


Today the saints surround us. They join us in the Lord’s Supper as heaven and earth are linked together in this holy meal. They urge us to hold fast to the faith in the midst of trial and temptation. They urge us to patient endurance and trust in God’s shelter. And they point us to the day when all God’s saints “will hunger no more, and thirst no more; the sun will not strike them, nor any scorching heat; for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of the water of life, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” 

