Sermon for All Saints Day 2011: Hebrews 12:18-24; Matthew 5:1-12

I don’t know how you feel about mountains, but somehow, being around nature at its most majestic makes me feel close to glimpsing the awesomeness of God. 

And both of our readings have got mountains in – in our first reading the writer looks back to a time right at the beginning of the Bible, when God’s people approached him on a significant mountainside. Their relationship with God was only just beginning, and they came before him uncertain and unsure, fearful that if they put one foot wrong something terrible would happen. The writer then goes on to chart how that changes, noticing that as God’s people have grown in their understanding, and grown closer to God, they have gone on to approach him in an entirely different way. They look instead to the future when another mountain, Mount Zion, which represents the city of God, or heaven, will again be a place of God’s presence, except now God’s people approach him with joy and with un-ending praise… Which begs the question - How did it get to be so different? 

Well our second reading shows us how… Jesus, Jesus changes everything, and because of his dying on the, cross which we remember at communion, he defeated death and the self-interest of this world. Where once there was a distant relationship with God, Jesus draws us near. In our reading, Jesus sits down on a mountainside… people are crowding around him, just to hear what he has to say, and he looks at them and sees them. He really sees them, they matter to him, and as he begins to speak, his words aren’t words that make them terrified or fearful, instead he reveals in his words how much he, and therefore God, loves and cares for them. The lives he sees before him are lives that are full of sadness and loss, of grief and difficulty, of everyday hassles and upsets, and instead of telling them off or being impatient with them like a grumpy teacher, or a frustrated parent, he sits with them… 

Jesus looks around the crowd and teaches them that God longs to bless them, not curse them. To let them know that God sees their frailties and wants to affirm them, and to comfort them. 

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. God wants them to know that they belong.  

Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. God wants us to know that he cares. Deeply.  

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for what is right. We know in our hearts when things are unfair. God wants us to know that he made us that way, and that when we feel that way, we are feeling as he feels. 

Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. God sees the tears we cry for others and for ourselves, and not one of those tears is wasted. 

However deep our pain, however hopeless we may feel, Jesus knows. He sits, to share with us – our cares, our frailties, our hurts, our numbness and our joy... he sits with us now… 

Jesus’ loving presence reminds us that God is not a distant threatening God, but a God who calls us into relationship with him, so that we might look forward to a day when we will share our joy and praise with all those who have gone before us to be with him. That we might come to Mount Zion, the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God… to join thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. Because Jesus has come to us first, he has sat with us and invited us to be with him, to hear him say ‘Blessed are you…’ 

That part of the passage that we have just heard again reminds us that not only are we known individually to God, our cares and our sorrows, but those whom we love are also known to him. Not only that, but they are known by name, for the names of those who love him, are written in heaven, not one is forgotten. So, as we come before God in remembrance, I’m going to encourage you to write down the names of those who you are particularly remembering this day. It may be one, it may be many. Their names are known to God, each of your losses is significant to him, and as we come to our time of communion, we remember that Jesus died, that God the Father knows what it is to experience great loss. So, we can entrust these precious names to him, knowing that he understands and that he cares. 

So, when we come to communion, I’m going to encourage you to bring those names with you, and, if you can, to place them on the plate or in the cup that is on the table. Then come on up to either receive communion or a blessing before returning to your seat. And, if you wish, on your return, you can light a candle in memory of those you have lost.  

But before we do any of that, let’s pray… 

Father God, thank you that we can approach you today and not be terrified, thank you that you know and understand who we are and all that we have been through, and that you long for us to know your presence and your blessing in our loss. Draw near we pray, fill us with your peace as we give thanks for those we have known and loved. 

In Jesus precious name, Amen. 
