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My paternal grandfather was born in Scotland in the 1880s.  He married my 
grandmother in California during World War I.  He died when my father was only 
three years old. He had been committed to the Napa State Mental Hospital, and 
older family members told me when I was small that he had suffered from the 
effects of lead poisoning, having been a house painter by profession.   
 
But shortly after my father’s death in 1982 it was revealed to me that my 
grandfather had suffered from syphilis, something he had picked up in South 
Africa. As happens, it lies dormant in a person for a decade or more before it 
wreaks havoc on the brain, and so it was likely a secret he kept from my his wife,  
my grandmother, until symptoms of the illness appeared.   
 
The reason I mention it is not because he likely was secretive about his illness, 
but because my relatives were secretive about it, hushing it up for fear of what?  
Embarrassing my grandmother, maybe, or the whole family?  The truth skipped 
an entire generation, and, you know, that happens all the time.   
 
Families have a tough enough time when all the cards they find themselves 
playing with are face up. Right?  But it’s even tougher when they don’t know 
what’s what, or wonder why some members of the family are “in” while others are 
just “out.”   
 
I suppose there are a million “dirty little secrets” a family might hush-up for a 
generation or two, their descendants being told they were guilty of something and 
them speculating, often wrongly, on what the heck it could have been.   
 
What is your family’s special story? Maybe you know it. Maybe you don’t.   
 
Let me add this to my grandfather’s story.  The last time I was back in 
Sacramento, I went to the cemetery where my family members are buried.  It’s 
called Odd Fellow’s Cemetery, a name my father enjoyed.  Anyway, my 
grandmother is buried there, and on her brass plaque is her name and my 
grandfather’s – even though he is actually buried in an unidentified plot at the 
State Mental Hospital in Napa where he passed away.  My grandmother had 
married twice more after he died, but his name is on her grave.  He is the one 
who is remembered.  Or, let me put it this way -- he could have so easily been 
forgotten.   
 
With that in mind, let me speak for a moment about something in the Bible called, 
the Beatitudes.  This is the place in the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus says, 
Blessed are the poor, Blessed are those who thirst.   



As you look down the list of those mentioned you see that what they have in 
common is that they are people who have all fallen through the cracks in life.   
 
Instead of mentioning the notable: the famous, the rich, or people who have 
accomplished amazing things, Jesus instead mentions categories of people who 
are the easiest to forget.  Jesus is saying, these are the kinds of people I spend 
my time thinking about, these are the people who I stay awake worrying over in 
the night.  
 
These, Jesus, says, have my special blessing.  In this list he mentions, the poor, 
the sorrowing, those who find it in their hearts to be merciful to others. He 
mentions, the meek and the lonely; the single-hearted, the peacemakers and the 
persecuted -- all those who just don’t quite make it in life -- all those who care 
about more than themselves.   
 
He is saying to the crowd around him, “How about you?  Who do you have 
special concern for?”  
 
These people are all short on good luck.  Note that he doesn’t say, “I like people 
who weren’t captured [in war].”  No, his attitude is just the opposite.  He says, I 
have compassion on those who have fallen into the black holes of life, and a 
requirement of being human means to have empathy on just such people.    
 
A bit earlier in the text that was read this morning from Revelation, it speaks of 
144,000 saints who are gathered near the throne of God.  What is notable about 
these, the scripture says, is that they are from “every tribe and nation.”   
 
Jesus never looked for Nobel winners for friends.  There is no subset of humanity 
that he preferred over any other, unless it was those who didn’t draw attention to 
themselves by, you know, praying loudly on street corners and the like. 
 
That’s what is interesting about the holy day we call, All Saints Day.  The “saints” 
we remember on this day are NOT extraordinary pious folk who have performed 
hocus pocus miracles.  The saints Jesus chooses to honor are all ordinary types 
of people.   
 
You know, when Jesus talks about heaven and who will go there, he doesn’t 
speak of great saints, either; instead he speaks of sheep, as opposed to goats.  
Not very auspicious animals, sheep, but there you have it.   
 
By being un-noticed and un-notable they demonstrate the breadth of Gods’ love 
for humanity.  The thought of these un-notables gathered by the thousands at the 
end of time before the throne of God reminds us that God is out to redeem many 
that we might consider unredeemable.  God is out to love all those we might 
consider unlovable.  God likes to collect what we might just throw away, or just 
plain ignore.   



 
The feast day we call All Saints Day is, therefore, a feast of hope for the vast 
majority of us.  It is a kind of hope we all want -- the hope that in God, nothing 
(and no one) we love is ever lost.  Think about that. Nothing.   
 
Kathleen Norris is a Presbyterian writer who loves the Catholic faith.  She adores 
its rich history and she loves how seriously Catholics are about prayer and 
community.  Because of that she spends a lot of time hanging around nuns and 
monks. Being Presbyterian, she is good at telling us Protestants what we are 
missing in the Christian life that our Catholic brothers and sisters are on to.   
 
Here is what she says:  “I first began to understand how different monasteries 
were from any other places I’d known when a monk said to me one day, ‘It’s time 
for you to meet the rest of the community.’ We walked to the cemetery, and 
through it, and as we passed each grave, he told me stories about his fellow 
monks who had died.” (A Cloister Walk). 
 
I like that. I mean, what if we all went to cemeteries, and spent time remembering 
those who went before us, I bet we might get a clearer picture of who they were. 
 
We’d maybe find ways to forget the biases our parents and grandparents had 
about them and maybe learn to love them for who they really were.  Do you know 
what I mean?   
 
You know, if you are a healthy person, the longer you live the less likely you are 
to judge people by their mistakes. I’m thinking of people like my grandfather, 
here.   
 

Reflecting on that picture from the book of Revelation, of the saints gathered at 

the throne of God, Frederick Buechner says, "All the company of heaven means 

everybody we ever loved and lost, including the ones we didn’t know we loved 

when we lost them." 
 
You know, that may just be the thing that makes Jesus Jesus; the thing that is 
most God-like about him.  Not just his great love, but the fact that he didn’t want 
anyone or anything to ever be lost. 
 
Remember how he speaks fondly of the sparrow.  He even says that the least 
hair on our heads is remembered – kept in a treasured cigar box by God.   
 
The business of All Saints Day, then, is NOT that some people stick out so far 
they stand alone – not at all – it’s that we are all of us, saints, because none of us 
is able to do anything alone.  Not even the best of us.  We are saints because 
our lives are knit together forming a fabulous quilt – a beautiful blanket of 
humanity.   
 



Barbara Brown Taylor says that, to be a saint -- you don’t have to be famous, or 
perfect, or dead.  You just have to be you—the one-of-a-kind, never-to-be-
repeated human being whom God created you to be—to love as you are loved, 
to throw your arms around the world, to shine like the sun. You don’t have to do it 
alone, either.  You have all this company—all these saints sitting right here whom 
you can see for yourself plus those you cannot … all of them egging you on, 
calling your name, and shouting themselves hoarse with 
encouragement.  Because you are part of them, and they are part of you, and all 
of us are knit together in the communion of saints. 
 
Consequently, we go wrong in life when we separate ourselves from one 
another. When we separate ourselves out as, you know, deserving of praise; 
separate ourselves out as a cut above, or a superior race (something we are 
hearing a lot about today, sadly).  In the same way, we go off the rails when we 
separate others out as undeserving or a cut below, for whatever reason. 
 
Let me offer two illustrations of this which I find absolutely fascinating.   
 
I have shared this story before:  When Dorothy Day was working at the Catholic 
Worker Soup Kitchen in New York City decades ago, one day someone came in 
and gave Dorothy a diamond ring as a donation.  All the staff and volunteers 
wondered what Dorothy would do with it. They each calculated how much it 
might be worth, and then what could be bought with it.   
 
Dorothy thought about that diamond all morning, and then in one wild gesture 
she gave it to a dear woman who had been taking a-meal-a-day at the soup 
kitchen for years.   
 
Well Dorothy’s staff were shocked; they came unglued.  “We could have bought 
enough rice and beans and bread to feed the people who come here for a whole 
month!” one of them said with great indignation.  
 
In response Dorothy said, “Do you suppose God only made diamonds for the 
rich?” 
 
That’s the first illustration.  Now, let me add another for balance: 
 
Do you remember, Clarence Darrow?” He was the attorney who was known for 
always being the friend of the little man – always standing up for justice for the 
poor. Well, once, near the end of his courtroom career he chose to defend two 
young men: Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb.  The two young guys were from 
families of great means – extreme wealth. Unexplainably they had killed a friend 
of theirs just for the thrill of doing it.   
 
Clarence Darrow (friend of the little man, remember) defended these two wealthy 
young  fellows that the whole country was saying were reprehensible.   



When asked why he would take such a case, Darrow, is reported to have said, 
“Even the rich have rights.”   
 
Think of it: the nameless woman at the soup kitchen, and Leopold and Loeb – all 
of them are God’s. 
 

There is an old metaphor for the communion of saints – they have been called 

our “balcony people.”  Carlyle Marney used to say that the human personality is 

like a house: a fairly complex, elaborate structure that has a living room, dining 

room, kitchen, bathroom, bedrooms, and a basement where the plumbing is and 

where we keep the trash. 

 

Sometimes we live in the living room, sometimes in the bedroom; sometimes 

we’re down in the basement. But if you step out onto the front lawn and look up, 

you will see something you didn’t even know was there: a balcony. And on the 

balcony there is a large number of people. 

 

Those balcony people are the good and strong and healthy influences in your 

life. Your parents may be there, perhaps grandparents, teachers, coaches, 

friends, old neighbors, and also people you never met but who influenced you, 

like Martin Luther King Jr. or Teddy Roosevelt, or Mary and Elizabeth in the 

Bible. Your great-great-grandparents are up there, too – people who imagined 

you before you were even born. You can look up and see who’s there for you; 

you can name them, wave to them, enjoy their benevolent company. 

 
Who is on your balcony? Who imagined your coming?  Who was there for you 
when you needed it the most?  One of the persons on my balcony is my friend 
and mentor, John Heidbrink.  John was a humble clergyman, but he knew many 
of the luminaries of the last century, Dorothy Day, included.  John was a quiet 
man with a huge heart and an ability with words that I stand in awe of even 
today.  He was a phenomenal letter writer in the days when that meant 
something.   
 
John grew up in Oklahoma City at a time when secondary education in some 
cities was better than university education today.  John had written a high school 
thesis on the novels of Marcel Proust.  His teacher enjoyed the essay and said, 
“You know, Betty Davis, the actress, loves Marcel Proust – you should send her 
your paper.”  Well, my friend John did that, and they became fast friends -- 
friends for years.  He made friends like that , through letters, all his life, and he 
used those associations to network and bring notable people together he thought 
might do great things for the world. He had tremendous success in this regard – 
associating himself with Martin Luther King Jr, and Thich Naht Hanh and many 
many others.    



 
Now, John was proud of his many associations but he never dropped names, nor 
did he draw attention to himself. In fact, he once told me this, which is why I am 
mentioning him in this sermon.  He said that he believed that there is no limit to 
the good you can do in this world if you are willing to take no credit for it 
whatsoever.   
 
John was a saint, but hardly anyone knows it.  John lived by a strict code – one 
that adhered closely to the credo I assembled in the five separate sermons I 
delivered here in October.  Hear again those titles:   
 
We Take Our Stand in the Here and Now   
 
We Trust in Something Larger than Ourselves     
 
We Choose To Be Our True Selves, Not Imposters   
 
We Value What Is Truly Valuable, and Nothing Counterfeit             
 
We Take Our Hope From This:  “A Mighty Fortress is Our God” 
 
Let me just say, you could do a lot worse than live by those principles – they are 
comprehensive, but they aren’t the only ones worth living by.  Certainly not.  I 
hope you’ve spent some time this last month thinking of what your code of living, 
your credo, is.   
 
In the first sermon in that series, I put forward the personal credo of a man, the 
late, Brian Doyle, who I admired greatly.  I want to conclude this sermon with his 
words (not mine) – words about how we can all best spend our short lives here 
on this earth.   
 
You do your absolute best to find and hone and wield your divine gifts against the 
dark. You do your best to reach out tenderly to touch and elevate as many 
people as you can reach. You bring your naked love and defiant courage and 
salty grace to bear as much as you can, with all the attentiveness and humor you 
can muster; this is, after all, a miracle in which we live, and we ought to pay 
ferocious attention every moment. 
 
Amen 
 


