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Saints in the Making
Ephesians 1:11-23; Luke 6:17-31

Sometimes music gets pigeonholed because of its origin.  Bluegrass is
associated with the Appalachian Mountains.  Listen to jazz and you think of
New Orleans.  A lyrical waltz brings Austria to mind while a good ‘ole country
song will take you right to Nashville.  Hymns are similar.  Sing a Fanny Crosby
hymn like “Jesus, Keep Me Near the Cross” or “Blessed Assurance,” and you
think “Baptist.”  Hear a choir singing a Wesley hymn such as “O for a
Thousand Tongues to Sing” or “Love Divine, All Loves Excelling” and
“Methodist” comes to mind.  And when you hear that delightful hymn sung
earlier by Carson and Eliza Craig–“I Sing a Song of the Saints of God”–most
of us think “Anglican or Episcopalian.”

I suppose, when we think about it, even “saints” get pigeonholed.  In the
Roman Catholic Church, a believer who has died may be canonized as a
saint after it is determined that they lived their faith with “heroic virtue.”  It is
required that they were either martyred for the faith or lived in such a way that
they have received their salvation and are in the presence of God. 
Furthermore, it is essential that they have interceded with God for at least two
miracles after their death, indicating that they are enjoying the Beatific Vision
of seeing and communicating with God.  These saints are honored with feast
days and remembered universally for their faith.  Understandably, few people
make such a distinctive list.

It is well and good to honor faithful people whose lives serve as an
inspirational example to us all.  A St. Francis or Mother Teresa should not be
forgotten for the profound way in which they lived their faith day by day.  While
their lives do loom large for us because of their calling and vocation, we must
not make the mistake of thinking that people like Teresa and Francis are
better than the rest of us or more precious in the sight of God.

Fortunately, scripture is clear on this matter.  The term often translated
as “saints” in the New Testament literally means “holy ones” and indicates all
people who are followers of Jesus Christ.  You do not have to live and work
among the poor in Calcutta, unless it is your calling to do so.  You do not have
to enjoy a spiritual relationship with nature and call your disciples to austere



living unless it is your calling to do so.  Anyone who professes Christ as Lord
and seeks to live as Christ taught is a saint of God.  That is certainly the
sense Lesbia Scott had when she penned the hymn we heard earlier:

I sing a song of the saints of God, 
patient and brave and true, 
who toiled and fought and lived and died 
for the Lord they loved and knew. 
And one was a doctor, and one was a queen, 
and one was a shepherdess on the green; 
they were all of them saints of God, and I mean, 
God helping, to be one too.1 

For Mrs. Scott, a saint could be “a doctor . . . a queen . . . [or] a
shepherdess on the green.”  A saint might be “a soldier . . . a priest . . . [or]
one . . . slain by a fierce wild beast.”  Without doubt, if we pay attention, we
will discover saints “in school, on the street, in the store, in church, by the sea,
in the house next door . . . .”  In other words, we are surrounded by saints
because they are ordinary people who take on the extraordinary calling of
following Christ.  The affirmation with which she concludes each stanza of the
hymn says it all: “I mean to be one too.”

How then, do we become saints of God?  Luke’s version of the Sermon
on the Mount offers some encouragement to us regular folk.  Jesus tells the
crowd who had traveled out into the countryside to hear him, “Blessed are the
poor . . . the hungry . . . and those who weep.”  He reminds everyone who has
been the victim of hatred, exclusion, abusive criticism, or defamation that they
will be blessed.  He promises that each and every one of us who has felt the
heat and shame of scorn will be able to dance for joy because of the ways in
which God will bless us.

On the other hand, those of us who are wealthy and well-fed, happy and
lauded by others will experience a reversal of fortune.  We have already
received our reward, he says, and will likely experience what the less
fortunate folk around us have lived year after year.

In contrast to a similar account in the Gospel of Matthew, Luke includes
the “woes” along with the “blessings.”  Yet, the interesting thing about this
passage is that it all applies to us because most of us fall into both camps. 
While few of us in this sanctuary have ever known true poverty or hunger, we

1Lesbia Scott, “I Sing a Song of the Saints of God,” 1929.
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have all known grief.  Most of us have experienced hatred or exclusion in one
form or another.  We have known unfair criticism and had our character
assailed.  Certainly, by world standards at least, we are wealthy and well-fed. 
Other people like us and speak well of us.  So are we blessed or cursed? 
Can we expect good fortune or tragedy?  Is God sympathetic toward us or
upset with us?

As Luke recounts Jesus’ message to the people who had walked miles
to hear him speak, he is warning us about the danger of thinking that our
circumstances alone define who we are.  We are not our bank accounts or the
possessions we own.  We are not our bad luck or the hunger that gnaws at
our bellies or our souls.  We are not the sum of people’s opinions about us
either right or wrong.  No, if we are followers of Christ, we are saints–or at
least saints in the making.  We are holy ones on a journey from the cross to
the garden of abundant living.

In order to make it to that place where we dwell with God daily, we have
to change the way we live.  We have to truly follow Christ which means that
we will have to turn the world on its ear.  We will have to surprise people with
kindness.

According to Jesus, we have to love our enemies and be good to people
who do us wrong.  When someone curses us, we are to bless them.  When
others abuse us, we pray for them.  If someone lashes out at us and slaps us
in the face, we have to offer them the other cheek as well.  And if they want
something that we have, we have to give them more than what they need.  
We are to give to beggars and not attempt to track down anything that is
taken from us.  The point is that we have something the other person may not
have.  We have a larger vision of life, a perspective that is not rooted in
possessions or circumstances, popularity or power.  Our identity is found in
Christ so that we might live as he lived.  In short, we are to treat others as we
want to be treated.  It is that old “golden rule” again.

It is not an easy pathway, to be certain.  The Apostle Paul recognized
this fact when writing words of encouragement to his friends in Ephesus:
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I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of
glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come
to know him, so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you
may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are
the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, and what
is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe,
according to the working of his great power.

Ephesians 1:17-19

“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”  That is the
pathway to sainthood.  It may not get you a portrait in the Vatican or a feast
day on the calendar, but it is the path Jesus walked and it will bring a smile
to God’s face and a response of surprise to all whom you encounter.  Imagine
how different the world would be if everyone adhered to that uncomplicated
guideline.  Except for people who simply enjoy misery, the rest of us would
enjoy relative peace and prosperity and the unending delight of God.

So go out and surprise the world.  Using your own personality, gifts, and
circumstances in life, follow Christ in the way of love.  I am confident we will
all make saints worthy of the blessing of God.  Amen.
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November 3, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

It is an awesome privilege and a fearsome responsibility to be the Body
of Christ on earth, O God.  We feel unworthy of so great a calling and yet
honored to be entrusted with this ministry.  We squirm at the thought of being
“the saints of God,” and yet we know that you have called us to live as holy
ones in the midst of your world.  Make us worthy, O God.  Fit us for service
to your world, and provide for us all we need to be faithful in the living of these
days.

We do offer you praise and thanksgiving for all of the good you have
brought into our lives.  Scarcely had we opened our eyes to the light of day
when we became aware of the beauty of your world displayed now in autumn
splendor.  Hardly had we breathed the fresh crispness of the morning air than
we were reminded of the vitality of life and the wonder of each new day. 
Settling into our familiar seats in this sanctuary, we became thankful once
again for the family of faith that is ours, both here and throughout the world. 
We praise you, O God, for all of the delight and blessing you have offered to
us.

We thank you for the ways in which you have walked with us this year
past as death has touched our lives in numerous ways and at various times. 
You know the pain of death, even when it comes as a friend, and you
understand the ache that walks with us throughout the day and often lies
down with us at night.  We continue to pray for comfort, for strength to move
forward, and for peace above all.  It is with joy that we thank you for this new
life that has come into our family of faith.  Remind us always that newness is
springing up all around us and teach us to embrace that vibrancy wherever
we find it.

As we so often do, we come asking for your grace for those who have
special needs.  So many of our friends are ill and we pray for their health. 
Others are seeking treatment to improve their lives, and we pray for success
in all circumstances.  Some of us are seeking guidance through difficult
situations or confusing opportunities.  Many of us are struggling simply to find
our way through another day.  Help us all, O God, and make yourself known
to us as we journey through this good life you have given to us.

We do all seek your blessing.  Thank you again for your generosity
toward us and for the grace that sustains us day by day.  All praise be to you,
O God, Father, Son, and Spirit.  Amen.


