Homily 
Solemnity of All Saints
November 1, 2015

Reading 1: Revelation 7:2-4, 9-14

Psalm 24: 1bc-2, 3-4, 5-6

1 John 3:1-3

Matthew 5:1-12
Welcome as we gather in this sacred moment in time and space. This is what the ancient Celts would have called The Thin Veil and it is ever foremost on our minds today. As we move through these three days of All Hallow’s Eve, the Solemnity of All Saints and the Commemoration of All Souls we give reflective attention to the physical and the spiritual, to darkness and light, to life’s struggles and beatitude blessings.  
Jackie and I are doing a “double header” this weekend. Yesterday we experienced our first 12-hour on call chaplaincy in the hospital. We survived! It was all very interesting and a word we never bring up there is that for the most part it was QUIET! I think the pager only went off once!!! There were many grace-filled moments too in those we encountered. In celebrating Halloween Jackie brought Jack O-Lanterns to Hopkins for us to walk around the halls bringing light to patients and staff. And here we both are today back on duty so to speak. BTW ~ how excited are we as we welcome our newest deacon? 
Did you know that this holiday of Halloween first began as a festival of the dead over 2500 years ago in Ireland when summer officially ended at sunset on October 31st?
Did you know that the ancient Celts believed the souls of those who died that year roamed the land searching for a living person to inhabit for the next year? Ireland’s early inhabitants disguised themselves as the dead or ghosts to frighten away the roaming souls of the departed. Author, Edward Hays wrote that Halloween survived Christianity’s purge of paganism – thank God – and the Irish immigrants fleeing the great 1840’s potato famine brought with them their Halloween customs to America. Jack-o-lanterns first appeared in the Emerald Isle as large turnips carved with demon faces with a tiny light inside. In the States, failing to find turnips large enough, the Irish used pumpkins in their place. 

The tricks-or-treats of this holiday were not a Celtic custom but began in 9th century Europe for the second day of November – All Souls Day. On that day people visited home begging treats of square biscuits called soul cakes.  This pious practice soon merged with those of All Hallows Eve and was quickly adopted by actual beggars. They would go begging door-to-door for soul cakes in exchange for the promise of prayers they would say for the deceased members of that family. As a number of treats equaled the sum of promised prayers, the typical householder was generous to obtain the release of loved ones from purgatory.

The entertainments of this festival of the dead offer an occasion for the inner-attainment of a communion with our beloved dead. By remembering them with a prayer or by gazing lovingly on their photographs (even as we do today) we receive a blessing as we make a mystical pilgrimage to their gravesites.
I have greatly appreciated my Celtic ancestry. My dear mother told me many a story of our relatives who traveled from Ireland, both County Mayo and County Claire, through Canada and eventually to Chicago, Illinois. It is just recently in conversations with dear friends have I come to make the connection between when these fine, gentle human beings, what they endured, the Hope they carried and the good news of the Beatitudes. 

The Sermon on the Mount is one of Jesus’ first teachings. You could say it was his first homily! The beatitudes were familiar to the people gathered with him on the mountainside, as we believe they would have been steeped in Jewish wisdom traditions. Jesus spoke like others who had gone before him. 
A Beatitude is an interesting way to use language which was very familiar to those who lived two thousand years ago. Beatitudes were spoken not as commandments or as entrance requirements but as reminders and blessings for a world in transition. People didn’t have to be persecuted to receive a blessing people didn’t have to mourn to be welcomed in the kindom of heaven. These were not rules for being disciples. To understand fully what they were we must remember that the audience to whom Jesus

spoke were living in a land occupied by Roman oppressors. 
Those in power were elite imperialists who had no use for the common masses.  The common people who followed Jesus were hungry for a new way to live, and for a realm of justice, and they craved redemption from oppression.  The beatitudes offered them words of comfort and hope.  The beatitudes said, “I know, my beloved community, I know what you face, and I promise it won’t always be this way.  I offer you a new vision of how our world can be if God is at the heart.”

We need to remember as we read through these axioms that the translation of the word “blessed” or “happy”, do not hold as their opposite the word “unhappy.”  Instead, the opposite of “blessed” would be “cursed.”  And so just as surely as Jesus was offering a word of hope to those downtrodden and hungry, he also, in a not too subtle way was making a political statement about how different the nature of God’s kindom is. In God’s reign the hungry will be fed, the last will be first, the poor will be wealthy, those picked last for the dodgeball team will be the captains.  It is radically different from the realm in which those with power rule with an iron hand and where those with might sneer at those whose voices cry out for justice.

The first thing it seems Jesus wants desperately to offer in these twelve short verses is spiritual bread for the journey, and assurance that even in the most difficult times there is hope. Jesus must have looked out over his meager band of followers and seen those who were mourning, or poor in spirit, or meek, or yearning for something more and known that they needed a reminder of what God wanted for them.  But just as surely as Jesus offered hope, his words also rang with revolutionary zeal.  What he said was this: we must make the kingdom of heaven here on earth, even if we are reviled and persecuted, even if we are seen as daydreamers and unrealistic fools. 

(Edward Hays)
And so I believe that my Celtic Ancestors made good use of the ways in which to “be happy” to “be blessed” with hope and courage, leaving what was familiar to them and enduring the nightmare of travel in those days, but welcoming all along the Newness of New Life, of Light, and hope. I think our prayer, reflection and task is to look at the beatitudes in a new way. Can we imagine them as a rallying cry to live out the truth of our discipleship and their meaning. 
Here is Eugene Peterson’s version of the beatitudes:

You’re blessed when you’re at the end of your rope.  With less of you there is more of God and God’s rule.  You’re blessed when you feel you’ve lost what is most dear to you.  Only then can you be embraced by the One most dear to you.  You’re blessed when you’re content with just who you are—no more, no less.  That’s the moment you find yourselves proud owners of everything that can’t be bought.  You’re blessed when you’ve worked up a good appetite for God.  [For God is] food and drink in the best meal you’ll ever eat.  You’re blessed when you care.  At the moment of being ‘care-full,’ you find yourselves cared for.  You’re blessed when you get your inside world—your mind and heart—put right.  Then you can see God in the outside world.  You’re blessed when you can show people how to cooperate instead of compete and fight.  That’s when you discover who you really are, and your place in God’s family.  You’re blessed when your commitment to God provokes persecution.  The persecution drives you even deeper into God’s kingdom.  Not only that, count yourselves blessed every time people put you down or throw you out or speak lies about you to discredit me.  What it means is that the truth is too close for comfort and they are uncomfortable.

 

Today, we gather in this place, which offers us a time to remember and to be blessed.

The late author of all things Celtic, John O’Donohoe wrote a piece on Entering Death in his book To Bless the Space Between Us and I share it as we consider The Thin Veil between this life and the next.  Between us and our soul friends.
I pray that you will have the blessing

Of being consoled and sure about your death

May you know in your soul

There is no need to be afraid.

When your time comes, may you have

Every blessing and strength you need.

May there be a beautiful welcome for you

In the home you are going to.

You are not going somewhere strange,

Merely back to the home you have never left.

May you live with compassion

And transfigure everything

Negative within and about you.

When you come to die,

May it be after a long life.

May you be tranquil

Among those who care for you.

May your going be sheltered 

And your welcome assured.

May your soul smile 

In the embrace 

Of your Anam Cara. (soul friend)

O’Donohoe also wrote:
Perhaps Our Friends Among the Dead are Blessing Us

I imagine that one of the great storehouses of blessing is the invisible neighborhood where the dead dwell. Our friends among the dead now live where time and space are transfigured. They behold us now in ways they never could have when they lived beside us on earth. Because they live near the source of destiny, their blessings for us are accurate and penetrating, offering a divine illumination not available according to the calculations of the given visible world.  Perhaps one of the surprises of death will be a retrospective view of the lives we lived here and to see how our friends among the dead clothed us in weave after weave of blessing. 
Today, may we remember to embrace the Beatitudes anew as we continue each day to embark on the journey that Christ calls us to and calls us to do.  May we hear with new ears the promises of the coming reign of God.  And let there be no mistake, in our remembering and the offering of blessing to one another and the blessings our loved ones who have traveled on, we are the ones who are called to bring the message of the Beatitudes to our world.

 

