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“The souls of the righteous are in the hand of God, and no torment will 
ever touch them. In the eyes of the foolish they seem to have died, and 
their departure was thought to be a disaster, and their going form us to 
be their destruction; but they are at peace.” 

I wonder what comes to your mind when you hear the word saint. 
What questions it triggers. Should we even do this?  Isn’t it a Roman 
Catholic tradition? 

In fact this is one of the oldest celebrations of the church and was never 
an adaptation, for example, of a pagan feast. Instead, this was a pure 
rejoicing that began in the early church and was well in place by the 
fourth century. 

On the other hand, you might well be asking exactly what that has to do 
with your own life in this day and age. Is it merely an instance of the 
church reminding you that you need to make more effort to be a good 
Christian – a holding up of impossibly virtuous people that you can try 
and fail to emulate? 

This not only feels off putting and uninspiring but it isn’t even true. 
Saints are not intended to be lessons in morality; which is just as well as 
so many have quite a few items hidden in their human closets. 

No, saints are those who have become the fullest expression of 
themselves as a God creation; those individuals who entered into the 
fullness of their humanity and, in so doing, give glory to their creator. 
Imperfect human beings living into their identity in God. 

Saints live and lived human lives. They are the product of our common 
human experience of suffering and pain, love and joy. From the earliest 
times the church has pointed to these men and women as the 
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communion of saints; the eternally present body of those who have 
gone before us and those yet to come. They are our spiritual brothers 
and sisters and we are with them and of them. 

That experience of sharing in the lives of the saints began in those early 
centuries as Christians were being killed for their faith; those early 
centuries when being a Christian was both illegal and dangerous. The 
bodies of those who suffered were carefully collected and buried by 
those early Christians as a physical and spiritual reminder of their 
devotion to the faith in the God who loved them enough to die with 
them too and in the conviction that this same God would make all 
things well. 

We seem so far from those days it is hard for us to grasp the 
significance of this treasuring of the dead. Yet, we too find ourselves 
living in an extraordinary time of fear and intolerance. We have 
considerable uncertainty about the direction we are headed and the 
possible outcomes of present events. Perhaps this year, All Saints 
celebrating may be closer to us than we think. 

And we are not done with saints yet. Our National Episcopal Cathedral 
in Washington is actually dedicated to St. Peter and St. Paul, the first 
who abandoned his Lord in Jesus’ time of need and the other who set 
about persecuting and killing Jesus’ early followers. Yet both these men 
died for the love and grace that forgave them. We do not hesitate to 
call them saints. Sainthood is not about perfection. 

And it was in that same cathedral, dedicated to two of our roguish 
saints, that the ashes of a boy, a very young man, called Matthew 
Shepard were brought to be laid to rest in the cathedral crypt on 
October 26 of this year. 
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This was no ordinary laying to rest. Twenty years ago Matthew Shepard 
was beaten to death for being gay. A young person barely beginning, as 
he must have thought, the journey of his life. He was flamboyant, he 
wanted to be significant, and he knew who he was. It was a brutal 
murder. In the years since, a church has kept a website which records, 
according to that congregation, just how many days Matthew Shepard 
has spent in hell. His parents have been unable to inter his ashes 
because of the threat of vandalism. Yet despite the pain and the horror 
his parents have made it their task to use Matthews’s life for good. 
Matthew reaches out to us beyond the grave to engage us in the 
opening of hearts and minds that we might have a better world as a 
result. 

His parents speak of themselves as being ordinary people. They are 
reluctant to think of their son as a saint.  In fact, they are very 
courageous people and their son is a saint in the vast communion of all 
those who have tried to be true. In death, Matthew has become larger 
and more alive. In death he has spoken louder than in life. He speaks to 
make our humanity more human. 

Some months ago National Cathedral offered sanctuary for Matthew’s 
earthly remains. Four thousand people attended that exquisitely 
crafted service. There were large numbers of LBGTQ, of course, but also 
parents and friends of those who had suffered unimaginable difficulty 
just because of the way they were born. Many of these good people 
had been directly rejected by the church but came, I believe, in the 
fragile hope that there might truly be a word of comfort, perhaps even 
love and respect, at last. 
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It so happened that Bishop Gene Robinson, the first openly gay bishop 
living in partnership with another man, was the preacher. This man has 
endured much. Appointed at a time when the rest of the world 
considered this Episcopalian decision to be outrageous, he submitted to 
his election despite receiving threats of death and having to wear a 
bullet proof vest during his consecration. I don’t think any of us can 
begin to imagine being subjected to that level of hatred and malice. 
Bishop Robinson was also excluded from international meetings with 
other bishops as some kind of parier in the Christian faith. It seemed he 
was not a brother to be welcomed in Christ. 

Never the less, he was a faithful and beloved bishop for God’s ordinary 
people in his diocese and many other grateful people around the world. 
It did not remove his suffering but he endured. He, above all of the 
people there, understood the power of the moment. 

He wept as he preached, as he told the gathered congregation of saints 
that Matthew had finally been allowed to come home and that they too 
could come home now; it was safe. Matthew was coming home. Bishop 
Robinson was coming home. Everyone was coming home at last. 

At the end of the service the bishop gathered Matthew’s ashes into his 
arms and carried them with immense reverence to their place of final 
rest. As we watched their journey, I realized that this was the same 
moment as the moments so long ago when those who had died in faith 
were lifted up by the church as treasures and laid to rest with honor 
and dignity. The early Christians who tenderly lifted those broken 
bodies of the saints did so even at risk to their own safety. They laid 
those martyr’s to rest in the conviction and for the witness that we can 
have a better world. 
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Today, as the, we honor all those who have died in search of that better 
place; that “new heaven and a new earth;” for along with Matthew and 
all the saints we proclaim “the first heaven and the first earth had 
passed away …And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming 
down out of heaven from God”  

 

The saints urge us on to journey to that holy city. To be our saints. For 
the saints are not far from us at all. They are ordinary people living 
ordinary lives looking for home. 

They are us. Amen. 


