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God’s Autumn Metaphor 
 
As I was working on this sermon on Friday, I could hear bombs going off in your mailboxes. All over Livonia 
and Redford and Detroit and Farmington and Farmington Hills and Westland and Canton and Northville and 
Plymouth and even Belleville. I’m talking, of course, about my letter of resignation, effective November 23. 
Some of you are “floored” and some of you are not surprised at all – you’ve seen it coming. I can only repeat 
what I said in my letter, and that is that for about six months now I have felt restless around questions about 
whether God is continuing to call me to serve here at Holy Cross, whether God’s mission here might benefit 
from new and fresh leadership as a new chapter beckons, and/or whether God has something new in mind for 
me – and I am eager to listen for what that may be.  

Since Barry and I made the decision to go to Washington DC together come summer, it seemed only fair that 
you would know about my plans before you enter into any conversations about partnering with Faith, our sister 
church a mile south. (So let me hereby officially nip this rumor in the bud: This is absolutely not about me 
being driven out by a merger with Faith, so their pastor can come in.)  And for me to have announced that I’m 
planning to leave and yet hang around for a long time would have, I believe, been too painful for all of us – 
certainly for me. Because I am grieving deeply about this, and I know that some of you are too. In fact, it is a 
very deep fear of that grief that has delayed this decision already. And at some point we have to call it – to 
acknowledge and accept that the time has come. And trust that God has something in store for you and for me, 
even though we don’t yet know what that will be. That’s what it means to walk by faith and not by sight. That’s 
what faith in our crucified and risen God is all about. And in many ways, that’s what this day, All Saints 
Sunday, is all about. 

So it occurred to me, as those bombs were going off, that it is no coincidence that we come together for the first 
time after this difficult news has been shared, as we come together to remember loved ones who have died, and 
as we come together to lift up the blest communion of saints of which you and I and all those who have gone 
before, and all those who will come after us, are a part. And it is no coincidence that this all happens in the 
middle of Autumn. In spite of the miserable cold, wet and windy Halloween we had,  when our trick or treaters 
got chilled to the bone, Autumn is a season of great beauty.   But it is also a season of decline…” The days grow 
shorter -- which we will certainly notice this evening when the end of daylight savings time hits us. Summer’s 
abundance decays toward winter’s death.   Maybe that’s why the ancients believed that on October 31 the 
boundary between the living and the dead dissolves.  We now call that day Halloween. 

A favorite author of mine, Philip Yancey, writes about his experience one year when he was invited by a 
neighbor to attend a therapy group with him at a nearby hospital.  The group consisted of people who were 
dying. The meetings became for Yancey one of the most meaningful events of each month.  “In contrast to a 
party,” he writes, “where participants try to impress each other with signs of status and power, in this group no 
one was trying to impress.  Clothes, fashions, apartment furnishings, job titles, new cars – what do these things 
mean to people who are preparing to die?  More than any other people I had met,” he says, “the…group 
members concentrated on ultimate issues.  He found himself wishing that some of his shallow, hedonistic 
friends would attend one of these meetings.” 

That boundary between life and death in that therapy group may not have dissolved, but it certainly seems to 
have become permeable.  As if the veil between this side of death and the other had been lifted somehow, so 
that what was ultimate became what was most important. And so it also seems like no coincidence that the 
Gospel so often appointed for All Saints Day contains the Beatitudes. These sayings from Jesus’ Sermon on the 
Mount declare to us how fortunate we are when we are able to concentrate on ultimate issues. 

It all works together for us today.  We just walked out of an autumn world. And we enter a world in which the 
veil between life and death is removed when we gather at the table.  It’s there that we embrace the mystery of 
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faith, the mystery of our Lord’s death and resurrection.  That is the mystery into which we are baptized and the 
mystery into which we are joined when we break the bread and sip the wine. 

Do you get it? Do you see, that in all of this is one giant metaphor? A metaphor God uses to offer hope? A 
metaphor by which and through which God says the same thing over and over and over again? We’re poised 
now to face an inevitable winter.  And what does God’s creation do in autumn?  It scatters the seeds that will 
bring new growth in the spring – and scatters them with amazing abandon.”  Over time, and with experience, 
don’t we all discover that living is ultimately hidden within dying? 

One of the reasons I remain Lutheran is not because of the green jello, but because we so boldly embrace 
paradox. Paradox means that two things can be true at the same time. So, as we reflect on the paradox of this 
season – that this is a season of dying and seeding – can you feel the power of metaphor that God speaks to us 
even now? .In your own life, in your own experience, can you think of a time you were fixated on surface 
appearances, on the decay of relationships, on the death of a work? But when you reflect more deeply, you see 
the many many possibilities being planted to bear fruit in some season yet to come?  

• How the job you lost helped you find the work you needed to do? 

• How the “road closed” sign turned you toward the path you needed to travel?  

• How losses that felt like they could never be redeemed forced you to discern meanings you needed to 
know?.   

On the surface, it may have seemed that life was lessening. But in God’s economy, silently and lavishly the 
seeds of new life were always being sown.” 

And so it seems to be for those saints Jesus describes in the beatitudes today.  These eight blessings speak of a 
hidden reality and a reality yet to be realized.  That reality of blessing seems hidden in the mind’s eye of a saint.  
Saints seem to have a vision for the kingdom of heaven the way a farmer who harvests in autumn has a vision 
for spring.  They see and know that in the challenges we face lie the seeds for the blessings that come when we 
center on ultimate issues. And because of such vision, I like to think of saints as “ambassadors for the kingdom 
of God.” 

• So “the poor in spirit” are those who may or may not be economically deprived but who in any 
case stand before God with no illusions of self-righteousness or self-sufficiency.   

• “Those who mourn” are those who grieve over sin and evil in the world.   

• “The meek” are those who are lowly and powerless, whose only hope is God.   

• “Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness” are those who yearn for the final salvation that 
only God can effect.  

• “The merciful” are those who refrain from judging and cultivate the craft of forgiveness. 

• “The pure in heart are those who are undivided in their allegiance to God.   

• “The Peacemakers” are those who work for the wholeness and well-being that God wills for a 
broken world.   
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• And “those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake” are those who incur tribulation because, 
as disciples of Jesus, they serve God.” (Kingsbury, pp. 132-133).   

In every case, their challenge becomes fertile soil for life-giving seeds of the future. A future enveloped by the 
blessings of God: blessings of the peace of God that passes all understanding.  They concentrate on ultimate 
issues.  They come to know, like the members of Philip Yancey’s therapy group, that living is hidden within 
dying.  

The message of God’s great autumn metaphor is summarized so well in this comment “I thought my life was 
falling apart, and then I learned it was falling together.”  It’s captured in this question I came across this week: 
“When it feels like the world is coming to an end, or you’re facing the end of an era in your life, what would 
shift if you thought of that end as a beginning? A beginning that starts within you?”  

 In the meantime, however, it’s still Autumn.  And so we will do the Lutheran thing and embrace paradox. We 
will grieve and we will trust at the same time.  We trust in the One who, in the midst of the dying and decay, is 
scattering seeds with amazing abandon.  And we give thanks for all the saints in our lives, on both sides of the 
veil that separates life and death. We give thanks for the people in our lives who concentrate on ultimate issues.  
We give thanks for their witness to God’s truth that in the challenges of this life are seeds of blessing. And 
finally, we abandon ourselves to the God who walked and still walks this very journey with us and for us, to the 
cross, through death, and loss, and bombs of one sort or another, and who comes out on the other side, holding 
us, embracing us, with the hope and promise and power that only his resurrection brings – even now. AMEN. 
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