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This morning is All Saint’s Day and so it seems appropriate to ask the question, what is a saint?  In Christian history, over the last 2,000 years, the church’s understanding of a saint has changed, and radically so.  
In the first three hundred years of Christianity a saint was someone who was martyred for the Church.
  Christian men and women were killed by lions, burned at the stake, or in the case of Stephen, whose story is told in the book of Acts, stoned by a crowd.  In those early days saints were those who gave up their lives for their belief in Christ. 
Then, in the year 313, things changed.  Three hundred years after the resurrection of Christ, Constantine became emperor of the Roman Empire and made Christianity the religion of the realm. Martyrdom, for one’s belief in Jesus, became a thing of the past.
In the years that followed, as the universal church grew and grew in power, a saint became someone whose life was seen as virtuous and who, after death, would serve as an intercessor for those who remained on earth below.  During the time of the medieval church, and up until now, it was common to pray to and through saints, asking for favor from God.
However, in 1517, the understanding of a saint shifted again.  Martin Luther, the leader of the Protestant Reformation, spoke against the practice of praying to saints.  He argued that no one need pray to or through anyone other than Christ.  And so, from then until now a saint became one who simply loved God and who, upon passing, joined God in celestial realms around the throne.   
Two thousand years of history on the word saint but did you notice, not once did I note a biblical perspective.  Yet, if we are to seek a full definition of the word saint, it might be helpful to see what our sacred text has to say.  And what we will find may just offer a surprise.  Saints, in the biblical text are not all our modern understanding of the word promises they will be.  For instance, you heard Ted read from one of Paul’s letters, the letter to the church at Corinth.  In the early verses of that letter Paul calls his listeners saints.  Now, if you know anything about the Church at Corinth, you know its residents are anything but saints!
In the church at Corinth, Paul has to stop them from fighting and quarreling.  Twice within the first three chapters of I Corinthians, Paul fusses at them for their striking inability to get along.
  Then just a few chapters later he speaks to them in tones harsher than those used almost anywhere else in the text.  He speaks to them of a report he has heard, a report that accuses a grown man of sleeping with his step mother.  In disgust Paul tells his Corinthians congregation, not even the pagans live like this.
  And it is here, in this church, that even the Lord’s Supper is served without dignity or honor.  In Paul’s day, an agape meal, a love feast, sort of like our Potluck, was served before the Lord’s Supper.  But in the 11th chapter of I Corinthians Paul tells those who gather to eat this meal, you cannot even get this right! He tells them those who do not work get to the feast early and drink up all the wine and eat up all the food so that those who come later find nothing! He tells them in so uncertain terms; in this I do not commend you at all.
   And this is the congregation of people that Paul calls saints?  
Yes, this is the church and these are the people Paul addresses as saints.  He is able to do so because his use of the word does not fit within our modern understanding.   In each instance in the New Testament, the use of the word saint is meant to convey a place in the heart of God that was given as a gift, given because it could not be earned, given to invite people to live into what God meant them to be.  The title of saint was given to remind people how God saw them, and that is holy, one who is set apart by God, for the work of God.  
Every time someone is called a saint in the text it is as if God is leaning over heaven’s railing and whispering into the heart of the one so named, exactly what we hear in the Ephesians text.  God leans over and whispers into each heart, before the foundation of the world, I knew you, before the foundation of the world, I blessed you, before the foundation of the world I choose you to be holy and blameless.  I adopted you into my heart and into my love.  It is my choice, my grace, my love that I spread out before you and place on you.  So much do I love you that I am going to dress you in my power, dress you in my blood, I am going to dress you in my holiness because you are mine.  

Those who lived at Corinth could never, on their own, merit the title of saint.  But because God lavished God’s holiness and love, God’s grace and forgiveness on them they were able to be called God’s saints.  
And there is something else we ought to note about the biblical use of the word saint.  Never, in all of Paul’s letters is the word saint used in the singular.  Never is a saint one who stands alone.  Saints, at least as far as Paul is concerned, are only those who are gathered together in holy community, living together into the promises of God.

To live into our calling as saints we must come together and walk into God’s dream of divine relationship known only in community.  To live into our role as saints we must come together in order to help and hold one another accountable, as brothers and sisters ought to do.  To live into the fullness of being God’s saints we must come together in worship and around God’s table so that we may be known as we are known, so that we may be strengthened for our journey and taught the gift of God’s willingness to see us both as we are and as we are meant to be, those who are holy and set aside to be about the things of God.  

So now we know to be a saint does not mean that one is perfect but that one is perfectly wrapped in God’s holiness and love.  Now we know to be a saint is not a lonely foray into the world alone but inclusion in a family of brothers and sisters in Christ.  Those whom we see in the biblical text who bear the title of the saint, those whose names flutter above us on this Sunday each year; teach us much about being God’s saints. They teach us that though life is not always easy, it must always be lived knowing we are wrapped in God’s holiness, knowing that we are called to be a sign and symbol to the world that God welcomes all and will use any yielded heart.  These whose names we know and do not know teach us that as we live into our calling as God’s chosen saints we inspire others to come and join us on this way.  That’s why we call out these names every year, because they did love God and they do inspire us to follow in God’s way.  
Jim Bateman a friend of Lee Downin, inspires those who know his story because he loved and served others so very well, and in doing so he learned to love himself.  Jim inspires us to love.  Rene Mercier, Becky Downin’s sister, sometimes suffered in her life, but her life encourages us to keep going even when things do not go as we plan.  She inspires us with perseverance.   William Bell, Andre’s father, shared with his son a love of creativity and art and that gave Andre a new way to see the world.  Conrad Campe, Michael’s dad, delighted generations with his stories and his life and still inspires those who knew him to live with honor and strength.  John Cummings, Karen Palomo’s father and Florentino Rocha, Andrew Palomo’s father each worked hard to create loving homes and to raise beautiful children, sharing the spiritual gifts of joy and laughter in all the places they walked.   Mary Kohnke and Irene Stevens, mothers whose children speak of their hearts and souls and how they gave so freely to others.  And then there is Wayne Mitchell whose ability to understand the inner workings of machinery and the human soul inspires us to remember the heart of a poet and an engineer may live well within the same body.  Gene Nyman will always inspire us to live a virtuous life and to speak truth even when silence is preferred.   And Lottie Hembry and Mildred Ott whose kindness and grace made time and room for all who were blessed to know them teach us to walk in this world so that others are grateful we lived.  And then there was Coral Ferry who was quick to say that she had not lived a perfect life, but if you ever sat in her home, or ate at her table, you knew she was perfectly positioned to share the love of God and that is one of the primary criteria for being a saint.  
What then is a saint?  A saint is someone who is clothed in God’s holiness and love and lives their lives in the way of God, inspiring others to share the love of God each and every day.  
Ah but we are not quite yet finished on this All Saints day.   There is one more thing about the criteria for being a saint that Paul teaches us, one more thing that we need to know; never once in all of Paul’s writing, never once, is the word saint applied to someone who has passed from this life and now resides somewhere in heaven around God’s throne.  No, each time Paul uses the term saint he is speaking to those who are living breathing members of an earth bound community.   

And so on this day, we need not look to the banners that hang above our heads, we need not look to the biblical writ for a list of saints, we need only look into the eyes of those who sit next to us, look into their eyes as if they were mirrors, so that the reflection you see of yourself may offer to you the picture of one of God’s saints.  For you, beloved of God, are God’s saint.  It was into your heart, as God leaned over heaven’s railing, that the Divine One whispered, before the foundation of the world, I knew you, before the foundation of the world, I blessed you, before the foundation of the world I choose you to be holy and blameless, I adopted you into my heart and into my love.  It is my choice, my grace, my love that I spread out before you and place on you.  So much do I love you that I am going to dress you in my power, dress you in my blood, I am going to dress you in my holiness and you will be the one I call saint. 

You, beloved of God, are God’s saint, not because of who you are, but because of who God is.  You are the one God has chosen to do mighty things in God’s name.  And God knows that you and I are no more perfect that those who worshipped in the Corinthian Church, but God knows what we are capable of, knows who we can be, and so in faith, the faith God has in us, before the dawn of time and even until now, God sees us as God’s saints.

Precious ones of God, this is your title, this is your calling.  Wear it lightly knowing that we have a lifetime to grow into it.  Wear it lightly knowing that it is not who you are but who you are given to be.  Wear it lightly and go into the world striving to be one who inspires others, one who walks with God, one who lives so that others might see what it looks like to be a child of God and then desire to follow along this way.  Precious ones of God, make true in your life the words the choir sang, Gracious Spirit, help us summon other guests to share this feast.  Where triumphant Love will welcome those who have been last and least.  And as we come to this table, with the saints who have lived and the saints by whom we sit, teach us through this holy banquet how to make Love’s victory known.  

Precious ones of God, come to this table knowing that we come as part of a communion, a community of saints.  We come dressed in God’s love and holiness and we come to be fed so that we may go into all the world.  Amen.
� One of the early church leaders, Tertullian of Carthage, wrote in the second century after Christ, “The blood of the martyrs were the seeds of the church”.  For more information about Tertullian please go to � HYPERLINK "http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/t/tertullian154818.html" �http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/t/tertullian154818.html�





� I Corinthians 1:11 and 3:3


� I Corinthians 5:1.





� I Corinthians 11:17-22.
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