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 Reformation Sunday


[bookmark: _GoBack]So last night, the streets were full of costumes, little superheroes witches, skeletons going door to door. And for one evening, everybody got to pretend to be someone else, right? Yeah.  And this Tuesday is Election Day. And for many months, we've been watching candidates dress themselves up in the right slogans, the right flags, the right photo ops, trying to convince us who they are.

But today, the church sets all that aside to celebrate All Saints Day.

In the early church, Christians set aside days to remember the martyrs who gave their lives for the faith, and eventually those days were combined into one celebration on November 1st. Hundreds of years later, All Souls Day was added so people could pray for the faithful who were thought to be waiting in purgatory. That place the church believed that us run-of-the-mill saints go to in order to be purified to finally enter into heaven.

Well, we know the Protestant Reformation changed this. We don't believe in a place called purgatory and we don't believe in a hierarchy of saints. We trust our loved ones to God's care and give thanks for their lives.  So, we merged All Souls Day in with All Saints Day and honor everyone who has died, especially those in our community of faith. That word that translates saint means to be set apart for God's use.

So, what does a saint look like? I'm going to tell you about one.  I met Rose when she was 93 at a former congregation in Manhattan, though she would have told you that she was 93 and a half and don't forget the half. By then, she had outlived two husbands, the Depression, and most of the people that she had remembered, who remembered her as a girl. She was born to Czech parents. The first of her family to be born here in America.  She remembered the Depression not as history, but as a smell, boiled potatoes, cold smoke. That particular quiet of a kitchen where everyone is pretending not to be hungry. She learned early what a nickel was worth and she never forgot it.  Perhaps that's why she kept her table.

Every day, rain or shine, or bad hip, Rose, arrived at the church's senior center and took her post behind a secondhand table. It had those chipped teacups, you know, those paperback mysteries, with cracked spines, a lamp with a questionable cord, and a one-armed porcelain angel, one-winged angel, that she insisted were vintage. She tended that table the way other people tend gardens. She dusted, arranged, and haggled with great seriousness over a quarter and every cent that crossed that table went to the church.

I should say that Rose was not quite strictly speaking a Sunday regular. Most Sunday mornings the pews held everyone but her, but the congregation noticed and never said a word because we understood something about Rose that took us many years to put into words that her church was that table. Her sanctuary was the folding chair in the church lobby and her liturgy was "Good morning, honey, that's $1.50, and I'll throw in a saucer. Every week without fail, a small envelope appeared in the offering plate with two dollars, two dollars tucked inside. Not from a woman who had it to spare but from someone who remembered when two dollars made the difference between a hard week and a hungry one. She gave it quietly, completely, and without expectation that anyone would notice, but of course we noticed. We just had the sense not to say so, then came the rally. A group from the congregation was going to march for LGBTQ rights and Rose, 90-something four-foot-eleven and her good shoes decided she was going along. She showed up, took her place among the signs and the rainbow flags and walked.

Now, a television reporter spotted her in the crowd. I imagine he thought he found the perfect human interest moment, a tiny silver-haired grandmother, great-grandmother in the middle of all this noise and commotion, and he held out his microphone to her with a smile and asked, you know, in that careful tone that people used with the very old whether she was for gay rights.  So, Rose drew herself up to her full, but not considerable, height. Her eyes flashed and she said with every ounce of a century behind her, I'm not only for gay rights, I'm for human rights. You got a problem with that? And to his credit, the reporter did not.

I thought about that moment many times. She could have been forgiven for sitting this one out. Instead, she understood with the clarity that only a long life can sharpen that dignity isn't divisible. You don't get to be for some humans and not for others. Her theology fit on a sign and her sign fit in a sentence.

Now, hold Rose up to the words that Jesus spoke to the religious leaders of his day. He said they pile heavy burdens on other people and don't lift a finger to help. He said they do things to be seen. They love the best places in the banquet, the places of honor in the synagogues, the respectful greetings in the marketplace, and all the titles that goes with that. Then he turned it upside down because he said in God's household, the greatest is the one who serves. Those who humble themselves are the ones who get lifted up.
	
Rose never held a title. She sat behind a folding table and a stack of mystery paperbacks. She lifted burdens instead of tying them on others. She gave without being seen and when it mattered she stood up without being asked.

Sainthood isn't a title and it isn't earned by being noticed. In God's economy, the saints are the ones who serve.

Now think of that vision that John saw in Revelation, a great multitude that no one could count from every nation and tribe and people and language standing before the throne. This is not a voting bloc.  Nobody there is sorted by party or region or income and nobody has a reserved seat. They all wear the same white robes washed clean by the Lamb. They didn't earn a promotion. They were washed.

Everyone had a story. They are the ordinary people who come through great ordeals who held on through grief, illness, loss who kept loving when it cost something and who served without being noticed and the one at the center of that throne, the Lamb who shepherds them and wipes away every tear from their eyes.  I believe Rose is standing in that crowd. Her robe is washed white and she's already there even as she stands at the stall on a Saturday morning.

We tell stories of saints as if they wore halos or perform miracles, but I've come to believe that most real saints look like Rose, faithful in small things, generous and fearless at the moment when fear would have been easy to excuse. If you want to know what a living saint looks like, it looks like someone with an apron on and a wooden spoon.

So, who are your saints who have inspired you to stay?

Rose is long gone and she wouldn't understand all the fuss I'm making this morning about her. She would give me a discount on a book, "Only 50 cents for you, Pastor. Proceeds go to the church.".  Rose would be mortified to be called a saint. Saints usually are, but we call her what she was. That was my rose. It's like Saint Rose of the secondhand table.

What could Paul say about the saints of St. Stephen's? I would say we welcome all kinds of people and we work to understand each other. We cultivate a servant mentality. We aren't fighting for the places of honor. We're quick to pitch in and we are open to new ideas, new leaders, new ways to worship. Most of us are not wealthy, but we want to do what is right and we give what we can to the mission and stewardship of the church and beyond.

And we know this is stewardship season, so I can't resist saying that giving yes is part of the story. Rose's $2 was never, ever about the amount. We give not to be seen, but because we have received, we have all received even in tough times. And God is making us worthy of His call as we become His saints.

So, let us remember all the saints, think of them, who made our lives so rich and full.  And whatever happens on Tuesday, let us remember that our place is already secured, not by any title or office or victory, but by the Lamb who shepherds us.  Let us rejoice that following the example of Rose and all the saints, we too are becoming and will be too, as well, counted among that great multitude. Amen.
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