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For the past week I have been in New Hampshire as one of five guests of the Episcopal Diocese of that state.  My assignment was to be a facilitator for a program called Walking in the Light.  
The week was fascinating and full of opportunities to listen and to learn.  The goal of Walking in the Light was to bring guest clergy together with laity from across the state.  Each day during breakfast, lunch and tea time one of the five facilitators met with members of Episcopal churches from Concord to Nashua.  Then, each evening, after a whirlwind day, we dined in the home of a congregant of the host church.  After dinner we assembled ourselves at the church where one of us preached and where, after worship, in small groups, we spoke of what we had heard, what we felt and what we believed.  
Those evening small groups were like mania.  Men and women speaking their truth in settings so intimate you could look into one another’s eyes.  They were like mania because we were willing to share our thoughts with candor and clarity.  And wouldn’t you know it; my most profound and precious moment of learning came as I sat in a group with a young woman of thirteen years.  
This small group occurred after the final night of worship on All Saints Day.  During the service we listed the names of the great heroes of Hebrews 11.  Afterwards, as we gathered, a thoughtful teenager named Jenny sat among us.  She had been a part of the proceedings all week and she had been listening.  

While the rest of us waxed philosophical, Jenny asked a question.  She wondered aloud what the men and women of Hebrews 11 had done to distinguish themselves.  She asked why, of all of the biblical characters, these were the ones lifted up and celebrated on a night dedicated to saints. She asked what made them saint like, what made them heroes.  

Well given the ages of the adults gathered in the room, we had well over 500 years of experience and at least ½ dozen seminary degrees yet, in the moment Jenny poised her question, all we could do was fall over one another with unconvincing answers.  What makes David and Barak heroes?  What makes them worthy of being called out on the night we celebrate saints?  One among us suggested that the list from Hebrews 11 represented those who had lived pure and holy lives.  Jenny did not seem to be convinced.   Another tried with, “Well, to be on this list one had to be willing to sacrifice all for God”.  However, Jenny new David’s story, and so still she was not swayed.  Every offering we suggested somehow seemed to lack the gravitas that should attain to the life of a saint or a member of the great cloud of witnesses.  
And so we sat there, rather red faced, but Jenny was not yet through.  She had one more question to ask.  Looking her elders straight in our eyes she queried whether or not all Christians were able to become saints.  And if they could, did we believe that our names, those of us collected in that room, might some day be read aloud in a service on All Saints Day. 

I could not deny Jenny the question because as part of the sermon I had just preached I commented that all of God’s children are called to be saints.  I felt confident in my ability to say so because Paul, in his letter to the church at Corinth, addressed them in just this way.  Paul, who recognized and commented about the many peccadilloes of the church at Corinth, still said they were called to be saints.  So if they, why not we?
However, Jenny’s question took the emphasis off the unnamed persons Paul said were called to be saints and put it in the laps of the very regular people who sat in that room.  Jenny looked at us and asked if we really believed that any one of us might, one day, be lifted up among God’s heroes; as one of the great cloud of witnesses; as one of God’s own saints?  

This young lady’s question led me to think about today’s service of worship.  I knew we would raise our banners with the names of loved ones whom we trust are among those who sit by the throne of God.  I knew each of us would find moments in the service to remember those whom we have lost for awhile but who we imagine now surround us as part of that great cloud of witnesses.  I knew we would think of them and I wondered whether we thought of them as heroes or saints; and with Jenny I wondered, what does it take to become a hero or a saint?
And then I remembered the lectionary reading for All Saint’s Day, the lection that lists the men and women who are in the great cloud of witnesses.  The lectionary passage that Lindsay read, the one that lists Abel and the sacrifice he made.  The text that tells us of Enoch who by faith believed, and did not die but was translated from earth to heaven in the twinkling of an eye.  Our sister Lindsay read with power about Noah, who built an ark; Abraham who by faith obeyed God and received the power to procreate and become the father of so many nations.  Then there was Isaac who by faith blessed his children and became the progenitor of the people of Israel.  Jacob, yes Jacob, who by faith became the father of the twelve tribes of Israel and the forefather of David and the very son of God.  Hebrews 11 includes Moses, who by faith parted the Red Sea and led a people to freedom.  The list of those who are among God’s saints even includes a prostitute named Rahab who, by faith, made it possible for the Israelites to investigate the Promised Land.  Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah and David are all among the ones who, by faith, persevered and made it to the end.
What does it take to be a hero, to be a saint?  Our text this morning gives us a list of those who have earned the title, a list of those who now sit high and look low, a list of those whose lives might give us a clue as to what it takes to be a saint.

But wait a minute; on further examination it may behoove us to look more closely at this list.

With the exception of the first two names, this list is full of questionable characters.  After the promise of the ark Noah planted the first vineyard and became the first one to suffer from the dangers of its excess.  Genesis 9 tells us Noah became drunk and the aftermath of his intoxication split his sons apart, placing them forever at odds.  Abraham and his wife Sarah doubted God’s promise of children and because of their doubt Sarah sent Hagar to be with her husband and set up a situation that set Ishmael and Isaac, and their descendents, against one another down through the ages. 
And Isaac, the second son of Abraham, could not keep his stories straight.  He lied about his wife Rebekah, claiming she was his sister and not his wife so that he could save his own life.  Jacob the second born child of this pair, you will remember, stole his brother’s birthright for a pot of stew and then ran for his life knowing what he had done was wrong.  Joseph, Jacob’s second to last child, suffered both from being his father’s favorite and his own inability to keep his mouth shut.  So, his brothers threw him into a pit and sold him into slavery.   Moses, next on the list of heroes, was a murder and mumbler who refused at first to follow God’s will and even after he led the people through the sea was often ready give them back to God when they got on his last nerve.  
Then there was Gideon who did not believe God and in Judges 6 tested God twice using the wool of a fleece.  Barak, whom most do not know, was a general of power and might.  But so unsure of God’s call on his life, he refused to go into battle; a battle that had already been given to him.   Samson, well you remember the Delilah thing and David, well he had his Bathsheba moment.  And in this list of heroes and saints there is one whose name is Jephthah.  I guarantee few of us know his story because what is written in the 11th chapter of Judges is almost too horrific to believe.  
Jephthat was born the son of a noble man and a prostitute.  His father’s other children sent him away in shame until they needed his militaristic prowess to save them from the enemy.  Jephthat prayed to the Lord that he would be able to fight the battle and win his place as leader over those who had pushed him away.  The deal was made; if the battle was won he would be in the line of his father, he would be the new king.  Jephthat prayed to the Lord.  In Judges 11:30 we hear, “And Jephthah made a vow to the LORD, and said, “If you will give the [enemy] into my hand, then whoever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me, when I return victorious . . . shall be the LORD’S, to be offered up by me as a burnt offering.”  Jephthat went away and the battle was given into his hands.  Upon returning victorious the first person he saw was his one and only child, his daughter.   The end of the story is recorded like this, Jephthat’s daughter says to her father, “My father, if you have opened your mouth to the LORD, do to me according to what has gone out of your mouth. . . .   She returned to her father, who did with her according to the vow he had made.”

These are the ones who are held up as the great cloud of witnesses?  These are the ones who are held up as having achieved by faith?  These are the ones?  Why?  And what in the world might we learn from them about what it takes to be a hero, to be a saint?
These are the ones, a list of questionable characters, a list of men and women whose lives were anything but perfect, anything but heroic.  These were the lives that missed the mark and seem not at all worth celebrating.  Hebrews 11 gives us a list of characters; but as we learn of these characters we think of others whose lives were not/are not perfect.
We and those whose names we place on banners like these are no different from the list in Hebrews 11.  No, we have not sacrificed our children, no we have not lied in the way Isaac did, but we have lived lives that have not always been the best they might be.  Those we celebrate on these banners of white made mistakes and missteps on more than one day.  And so have you and I.  Yet, there is something in Jenny’s question and something in the answer that Hebrews 11 affords that makes my heart sing especially on this All Saints Sunday.
What makes for heroes, what makes for saints, what makes the list in Hebrews 11 so powerful, is not lives lived perfectly, not lives lived without fault; what makes a saint, what makes a hero is a life lived each day by faith and in faith.  By faith even those who have made mistakes are able to please God.  By faith when you and I fail we can turn to God and be forgiven and made brand new.  By faith when I cannot see what God is doing in my life I can remember the promise made to me through Jeremiah, the promise that says God has plans for my life, plans to prosper me and not to harm me, plans for hope and for my future.  By faith I am transformed.  By faith I am made stronger.  By faith I am made able.  By faith, I am.
What makes for a hero, what makes for a saint?  According to Hebrews 11 it is to have faith and to live in faith.  To live in faith we must know the one in whom we have faith.  To live in faith we must come to trust in God.  To live in faith we must love and follow our God.  What makes a hero or a saint, the willingness to live in faith and by faith; a faith that stands us in the presence of God even when we have failed, a faith that secures us in the hope of God even when we have no hope for ourselves, a faith that fills us with the knowledge that we are so important to God that God sent his son to pay the price, to set up the system that will always and forever be available for us to go from feeling like a zero to being one of God’s heroes; from going from one who ain’t to one whose life is an example for others, to move toward being one who lives in faith and can be called a saint.   
So if Jenny were here this morning how would I answer her question about what it takes to be a hero, to be a saint?  If this precocious young woman were to ask how we might live in order to have our names not only on banners like these, but banners that hang in the heavens?  If Jenny were here I would say that what makes a saint, what marks a hero is a life lived in and by faith.  And I would tell her that we must take up this task each day we have breath, each day we are alive.  I would tell her we must practice faith by trusting in God especially when we cannot see the end.  I would tell her to cultivate a habit of living in and by faith as an act of belief and a movement of hope.  And I would tell her that yes, each of us has the ability to be called a hero of faith and a saint of our God; not because of who we are, none of us is that gifted or good.  But the gravitas that allows us to claim this title was gained for us by one who in faith withstood the taunts of those who did not believe him; one who in faith accepted a sentence of death; one who in faith walked up a hill called Golgatha and held out his arms to embrace an old rugged cross.

The lives lifted up in Hebrews 11, the lives listed out on these banners of white, and the lives being lived out in the pews of this church are lives worthy of being called heroes and saints because Christ has paved the way and equipped us to walk by faith.  Our task is to have enough faith to learn his word, walk in his way and be obedient to his will.  And if we will, then someday either in heaven or on earth, someone will call out our names and speak of our lives as examples of God’s power to transform characters of question into sons and daughters of power; sons and daughters who lived lives that transcended the distance between where we are and a seat among a great clouds of witnesses.  

Let us pray. 
� Judges 11: 37, 39.
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