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All Saints Day is one that can be bitter sweet.  We light candles and speak in tones both loud and hushed the names of those whom we remember, those whom we love; but they are gone from our reach and our sight – and though their names adorn these banners – the feeling is still bitter sweet.  
But, I must confess, I like the order of that term; for the bitter does not have the last word, instead it ends with something sweet.   It is sweet to have loved so deeply that your memories are full and rich, capable of bringing tears.  It is sweet to be held in a memory that causes you to smile and your heart to be filled and warm.  It is sweet to have known what it is to look into the eyes of a grandparent, mother, father, wife, husband, sister, brother, child or friend; sweet indeed to have looked into love’s face and to have it look back at you.  So on this All Saint’s Day we come, we remember, we light candles and we feel the emotion of it all, especially the sweetness.  
On days like this my remembrances carry me to the place where those I love most, most often gathered.  My memories take me back to my mother’s dinner table.  There my extended family, my kin and our friends, would gather and eat, laugh and tell stories for hours on end.  On days like today I remember, and now when I set my own dinner table I am aware that there are chairs whose emptiness speak volumes.  My parents and grandparents; Andre’s Mom and beloved grandmother are all gone, and in my mind our gathering would be so much richer if chairs were less empty and even one chair could be filled by any one of them.  Empty chairs do have their own power, but they also hold a promise.  The promise is that the chair is not really empty; it now just exists in another place.
John, the author of Revelation tells us that there are those who have come through the great tribulation; and now they are seated somewhere with God, somewhere around God’s throne.  There are some who like Kay have come through the tribulation of Alzheimer’s, some like Eileen who have come through the challenges of a stroke, some like Fred who have come through the ups and downs of so many visits to so many doctors; there are those who have come through the great tribulation and who have washed their robes in the blood of the Lamb and now are somewhere around God’s throne.  Their chair is not empty, we are just looking for it to be filled in the wrong realm.
Indeed, the words of Revelation tell us they are before the throne of God; they are bathed in the light and the love of God, light perpetual, light unending.  They are seated in a place where hunger has been extinguished and thirst no longer exists.  They are somewhere around the throne and the very God of creation now wipes every tear from their eyes.
Indeed, the chairs we see as empty are not empty at all, for some where near the Lamb of God, somewhere near the spring of living water, there is a chair and it is in the right place and it is filled with the presence of those who loved and longed to see the Lord and whose names we hold in our hearts today.  

On All Saints Day it is not ours to dwell too long on chairs that seem so empty, for those very chairs are sign and symbol of the promise that those who love God have an eternal offer to sit in a chair not made by hands, in a chair placed rightly in the presence of God. 
And on this All Saints Day, as we consider the letter to the Hebrews we learn that those who have preceded us; those who now enjoy the comfort of their celestial seats, are they who make up the great cloud of witnesses; and they are cheering for us from the stands.  That’s right, they are cheering for us.

When the writer of the letter to the Hebrews says therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, he or she is painting the scene of a great and grand stadium, filled to the brim.  It is a glorious stadium.  And when we see it, through the eyes of the author of Hebrews, it is at the very moment the athletes, the runners, are coming near to its entrance.  It is the very moment when the crowd of spectators, the great cloud of witnesses, rises to its feet and anticipates the first sight of the first runner.  Yes, the crowd is on its feet, preparing to burst into thunderous applause as soon as the athletes, as soon as we, enter the arena.   

The writer to the Hebrews pictures you and I headed for the stadium as we run our earthly race, the race that God has set before us.  We are running to do our best to share God’s word to a world in need of hope.  We are running to offer God’s grace to those who do not believe they are worthy.  Yes, we are the ones running a race of truth and righteousness; running to right the injustices we see; running to make possible another way.  We are traversing a course, running a race, that has been individually charted and set before each of us.  
And, right now, on this All Saints Day, we are about to enter the stadium.  The great cloud is cheering for us, for they know our race is not yet over, this is just one of our laps, and we need to hear them cheering us on.  Lillian as you run your race, I can hear Ralph saying, there’s my bride.  She is running so that others will know when you love the Lord and hold to God’s unchanging hand, you can make it each and every day.  Tom, I can hear Harry say, there’s my boy, and look at his beautiful family.  They are running their race and spreading the word about what it means as a family to share the love of God where ever they go.  Becky, I can hear Betsy as she brags to everyone seated near her, there’s my Mom and she is running her race, reaching out to others in need and continuing to share her beautiful smile.  Ruth and Lenora, Kay is sing the songs of Zion, sending the melodies to you to gladden your heart.  And Ms. Virginia is cheering on Conrad and Michael, Alex and Hailey, Lindsay and all the others whom she loves.  Andre your Uncle Robert is encouraging you to keep going and to not give us.  Each person, whose name we read aloud today, each person whose name you breathed out in love and memory, each one from their rightful place in glory is standing among that great cloud of witnesses and they are cheering us on.
And so what are we to do on this All Saints Day?  Are we to see empty chairs and be caught up in the tearful parts of All Saints Day?  In truth, the answer to that question is as different as we are different; because for some of us the hurt is too close and the tears too new to be able to see past the empty chair.  And, beloved of God, if this is your position, may I invite you to be patient and kind with yourself, trusting that one day will see the chair not as empty; but as simply misplaced; knowing that there is another chair in another place, around God’s throne.

But for as many as can, on this All Saints Day, we must focus on the sweetness of hearing encouraging words spoken by our loved, spoken to cheer us on.  On this All Saints Day we must focus on the sweetness of running the race that has been set before each us by God.  
And how might we do that?  First we must lay aside every weight that might hold us back.  And the writer of Hebrews is clear that the weight that is most difficult to place down is the weight of sin, the weight of those things that have caused us to miss the mark.  But, if we are going to run our race, we must lay aside the weight of the past, lay aside the mistakes we have made, lay aside all of the habits that might harm us; lay them down, take them off just like a runner takes off practice weights before the race begins.  Lay them down because the one we call the Christ, the one who has gathered the great cloud of witnesses, the one who himself endured the cross with all of its shame has made it possible for you and for me to be forgiven and to throw aside all of our sin and to run our race with grace and power.  
Take off those things that hinder you and run your race with perseverance for the Christ who calls you has taken on all of your sins and nailed them to the cross.  Run with hope because God has equipped you to make a difference in this world by filling you the Holy Spirit.  Run your race with confidence, because all things work together for good for them that love God and are working toward God’s purposes.  Run with legs made strong not just by muscle and tendon, but by the strength that comes when, as the Psalmist says,  we look to the hills.  Run with your eyes cast toward Jesus for he is the author and the one who completes our faith.  
Run your race recognizing the power and the promise of an empty chair.  The power is in knowing that the chair is not empty but simply filled in a land that we cannot yet see but, in which we believe.  Run your race recognizing that the power, your power, comes from that place on high where your God, who loves you fiercely, longs to strengthen you as you run your race.  
And know, beloved of God, that there is a promise, the promise was made real at a table like this, where a man both fully human and fully divine took a cup and made this promise, this is my blood, I shed it for you, and as I do it, I make possible the remission, the forgiveness, the cleansing of all your sins; I make possible for you a renewed life and an ability to run your race well.  
Come now to the table, set for you, where there are no empty chairs, save the one that waits for you.  Come, now eat, grow strong and listen, for I can hear a great cloud cheering us on. 
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