
All Saints’ Day Sermon
Nov 7th 2010

Grace St. Paul’s

Today, All Saint’s Day, we are fortunate to have dual celebrations.  We joyfully celebrate 
the baptism of Nicolas, Stephanie, Preston, Michael and Harvey.  In baptism we become 
part of God’s family, of the Christian community.  Soon each of you will be related in a 
real way not only to everyone else seating here but to the broader Christian family past 
and present around the world.  

We also celebrate those women and men the Episcopal Church honors as Saints.  This 
got me thinking: who are these family members of old and what makes someone a 
Saint?  In common vernacular, we use Saint to describe a perfect person: polite, well-

behaved, and respectful of authority.  Saintly behavior is exemplary conjuring up images 
of cherub faced children, clean and well-scrubbed setting quietly, doing exactly what 
they are told.  

It can mean doing or sacrificing for others but always in a nice polite, acceptable 
manner.  These are the saintly characteristics many of us are frequently told to ascribe 
to, to work to exemplify (OK, some of us more than others).  But do these ideals hold up, 
are these the characteristics of the women and men we honor today?

Imagine if you will a crowded town meeting in Akron Ohio, 1854.  Slavery although 
formally abolished is still part of the fabric of life. Women have no rights and are 
considered the weaker, emotionally unstable sex.  When up to the podium strides an 

imposing 6 foot, black woman.  Faced with an angry group of white men she draws 
herself and declares: Ain’t I a woman?

"That man over there, that minister, says that women need to be helped into carriages, 
and lifted over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere.  Nobody ever helps me 
into carriages, or over mud puddles, or gives me any best place, and ain't I a woman? ... I 
could work as much and eat as much as a man (when I could get it), and bear the lash as 
well -- and ain't I a woman? I have borne thirteen children and seen most all sold off to 
slavery and when I cried out with my mother's grief, none but Jesus heard me -- and 
ain't I woman?"

Sojourn Truth, or Bella, took that room by storm that day, her courage and charisma 

winning them over as it would win over countless others.  A remarkable 
accomplishment considering spent the first 28 years of her life as a slave. 

She spoke only Dutch until at the age of 9 when she was sold along with a herd of sheep 
for $100.  Beat fiercely and whipped with a bundle of rods, prepared in hot embers she 
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soon found refuge in religion -- beginning the habit of praying aloud when scared or 
hurt. 

Bella eventually escaped slavery and at a time when African-Americans were not 
allowed to worship with whites became a street-corner evangelist in poverty-stricken NY 
City focusing her work on the need for food, housing and warm clothing for all women 
regardless of color. 

At 46 overwhelmed with the greatness of the Divine presence she changed her name to 
Sojourner Truth telling friends, "The Spirit calls me and I must go."  As a travelling 
preacher she was remarkable and her influence regarded as miraculous.  So sure of 
herself she even approached white religious meetings and campgrounds asking to speak.  

Well behaved, polite and respectful of authority…I don’t think so at a meeting in 
Indiana, when a man in the audience relentlessly accused her of being a man she opened 

her blouse to reveal herself - quickly ending the argument.  

Rather than letting society define her, Sojourner Truth had the courage to define herself.  

At a time when society denied women and blacks dignity and a place in community, 
Sojourner exemplified dignity and dared to work at creating the inclusive community 
preached by Christ.  Boisterous, head-strong and deeply rooted in God she spent her life 
fighting to make today’s gospel reading a reality for the powerless, the poor and 
forgotten. 

‘Blessed are you who are poor,
   for yours is the kingdom of God. 

 ‘Blessed are you who are hungry now,
   for you will be filled.
‘Blessed are you who weep now,
   for you will laugh. 

Unlike Sojourner Truth, William Wilberforce was born into an affluent English family, 
educated at Cambridge he was elected to the House of Commons in 1780.  Four years 
later, at a time when religious enthusiasm was regarded as a social transgression and 
stigmatized in polite society, William’s conversion to evangelical Christianity placed him  
in constant public contempt and ridicule.

The multitude of gifts he possessed, his eloquence as a speaker, his charm and profound 
religious spirit would have made William a popular and formidable priest.  Instead 
Wilberforce chose to remain in politics becoming a dedicated some would say rabid 
opponent of the slave trade.  

2



Wilberforce sensed a call from God, writing in his journal that "God Almighty has set 
before me two great objects, the suppression of the Slave Trade and the Reformation of 

Manners or moral values".  

Wilberforce's involvement in the abolition movement was motivated by a desire to put 
his Christian principles into action and to serve God in public life.   He and other 
Evangelicals were horrified by what they perceived as a depraved and unchristian slave 
trade and equally horrified at the greed and avarice of the owners and traders.  

While the battle to outlaw slave trade was protracted and nasty, Wilberforce's 
commitment never wavered despite frustration and hostility. His courageous lifelong 
campaign to eradicate slavery is credited as being pivotal to ending this horrifying 
practice.

So should we chalk one up to the accepted description of a Saint: polite, well-behaved 

and mild mannered.  It would seem so.  But wait these are the words of historians; traits 
applied to Wilberforce long after his death. 

To his contemporaries he was a troublemaker and a traitor.  He threatened their 
economic livelihood and business as it was understood.  He was regarded by many as 
crazy and foolish for standing firm against the establishment and the accepted morals of 
his day.  

He even went so far as to dare to recognize slaves as human and children of God even as 
the official Church (that would be us) sanctioned and profited from slavery.  

No, his stance and his actions won him few friends or accolades but his tireless antics 
and hard work eventually succeeded.  One month after his death Parliament ended 

slavery in the British domain.  His belief in putting action to God’s word helped bring 
his African brothers and sisters’ one step closer into community and all of us one step 
closer to God’s kingdom on earth.

 ‘Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile 
you, and defame you on account of the Son of Man. Rejoice on that day 
and leap for joy, for surely your reward is great in heaven; for that is what 
their ancestors did to the prophets. 

Since antiquity Christians have honored men and women whose lives exemplify a heroic 
commitment to Christ and who have lived their faith even at the cost of their lives.  Such 
descriptions tend to make us think of the early Christian martyrs.  

Yet such witnesses, by the grace of God, live in every age.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, German 
pastor and theologian, is one such contemporary Saint.  Many Christians openly 
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welcomed Hitler’s Nazi party to power seeing it as a historic moment of Christ’s work on 
earth through and for the Aryan "Volk." 

Only a small number refused, and soon his Confessing Church became the center of 
Protestant resistance to the Nazis.  Not only was Dietrich their leading spokesperson but 
he created and ran an underground seminary educating and inspiring youth to a 
different place of faith, a different community. 

A devout pacifist Bonhoeffer discovered that he could no longer live with himself if he 
didn’t try to stop Hitler and became intricately involved in a plot to assassinate him.  
The plot failed and papers linking him to the conspiracy were discovered.  The outcome 
we all know: he was arrested, imprisoned and finally in an act of shear brutality was 
hung in the last days of the war.  

This deeply pacifist theologian came to accept the guilt of plotting Hitler’s death only 

because he was convinced that not to do so would be a greater evil.  

Bonhoeffer continued not only to write from prison, but develop exceptional theology 
giving serious voice to modern evil and man’s relationship to God.  Today, his writings 
still inspire and challenge Christians around the world. 

Rather than blame God, Bonhoeffer took responsibility for the evil and oppressive 
conditions of the world and dared to hold others, persons of power and wealth, to 
accountability.  He broke the rules, defied authority and followed a path he believed was 
inspired by God.  Make no mistake he was not seen as a saint during his lifetime but as a 
dangerous traitor.

 ‘But I say to you that listen, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate 

you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.  If anyone 
strikes you on the cheek offer the other also; and from anyone who takes 
away your coat do not withhold even your shirt.  Give to everyone who 
begs from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do not ask for them 
again.  Do to others as you would have them do to you. 
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What is it that these diverse individuals have in common and what makes us honor 

them as Saints?  They were all courageous individuals but history is full of courageous 
people we don’t consider saints.  All have a deep and public faith in God they spent their 
life acting upon and clearly this is an important aspect of sainthood.  

Yet there are multitudes of folks who meet these criteria and will never make the list of 
saints.  No there is something more, something unique, something powerful that 
allowed these individuals to continue when all those around them yelled stop.  

All had an inner voice, a voice they believed to be from God, a voice which ran counter to 
the cacophony of dissenting voices surrounding them.  A voice that made them chose a 
different path, a path of resistance and courage, a voice that acted as a beacon when the 
inevitable darkness and doubt crowed in 

God’s voice, a voice of love and grace. 

Each had a concrete vision not an ethereal dream but like Jesus they had a daring vision 
of what God’s community should be like and a determination to move us towards that 
vision.  Faced with unspeakable obstacles and evil, they worked from a place of God’s 
love.  

Filled with God’s grace all worked tireless toward a goal, leading not destroying, loving 
not judging.  For it is through God’s grace and support that these individuals 
accomplished what they did.  The same grace that is available to each of us if we have 
the courage to listen.

These were not extraordinarily brave people.  I doubt any of them set out to change the 

world.  Rather they were ordinary people faced with a situation that was counter to their  
understanding of God’s will.  From somewhere inside they found the courage to speak 
out against the accepted conventions of the day, to shine God’s light on the darker 
corners of our world. 

Once again, our world is in need of that saintly voice.  So I asked you today, as you 
prepare to come to the Jesus’ Table open yourself up the possibility of saintly 
inspiration.  Be bad, speak out when it not polite, defend those in need or push back 
against accepted conventions.  Dare to bring God front and center in a loving manner 
rather than through the harsh judgmental rhetoric that is all too common. 

I can’t think of a better way to welcome our newly baptized sister and brothers into our 

family and honor those who gave their lives to spreading God’s kingdom than to 
continue their fight.  
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So go out and raise some just hell, but be even more daring and do it in the manner 
Christ teaches us: through love, with love and in love.  AMEN
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