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Today is another one of those Sundays  
 when many things compete for our attention. 
Tuesday is Election Day, and there is worry in many hearts.i  

As a congregation we are blest  
in not holding identical political opinions, 

   and I thank God often that here we grant each other  
the privilege of disagreement,           

  though I worry that we simply don’t talk to each other.  
  At the same time I am aware that no matter what happens on Tuesday,  
   many people across the country will be unhappy.  
    As citizens and voters I urge us all to vote and 

to hold each other and our nation in prayer. 
 
Today is also All Saints Sunday.  
 During the communion prayer we will read the names  
  of church and family members who have died in the past 12 months. 
Traditionally All Saints is a day to reflect on both  
 the reality of death and the lives of those in the church  
  who have gone before us, to recall what they sacrificed,  
   what they built, and what they passed on.  
According to our Reformed Tradition and to the apostle Paul,  
 we are all saints, all God-bearers through whom God shines,      
  not just those among us  
   whose devotion has been in some way exceptional.  
We celebrate that reality, too, today when we come to the table,  
 we believe that saints of the past and we saints of the present  
  share Christ’s holy meal together.   
 

Finally today is the second Sunday of stewardship season.  
 All of Christian life is about service and generosity,  
  so in some sense we talk about stewardship all year long.  
But now as we look to compile the budget for next year,   
 we are asking for financial commitments from everyone 
  so the elders can plan wisely and well.   
 

There is something very fitting  
 about the confluence of a crucial election,  
  All Saints Day, and stewardship season.  
It reminds us better than anything else might do  
 that as Christians we are not “of-the-moment” people,  
  Our actions toward tomorrow  
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   do not have to be born of crises facing us today.  
We are people who have inherited our political freedoms  
 and our faith from those in the past,  
  and we have the same responsibility they had  

to ensure good things for the future, 
and not just our future, but everyone’s future.  

That’s why we vote, and volunteer, and support political candidates.  
 It’s also why we serve in and give money to the church. 
 

To match this mixture of needs for today, 
the scripture readings for today are a mixture  

of the lesson for All Saints from the book of Revelation 
and the gospel readings for this Sunday in ordinary time. 

Remarkably though, they both say things about the clarity    
  and connection that result when         
   God dwells at the center of our lives.  

 

Light clarity, seeing things whole. 
 all of these are found in the vision of the new Jerusalem, 
  a place where suffering and darkness have vanished. 
 Twice in our reading it is repeated 
  that in the New Jerusalem there is no need for artificial light. 
   The city is lit day and night by the presence of God 
    and of Christ the Lamb, 

indeed, there is no night there at all. 
Night, after all, is the time of not seeing,  

of the pounding on the door,  
of arrests, of loved ones vanishing. 

The Jewish community in which the writer of Revelation lived 
 knew a great deal about that darkness, 
  about the need for hiding from Roman persecution of Jewish Christians, 
   and about untimely separation from loved ones 
    who had been arrested or killed. 

And fear of the night still fills many today.  
 Immigration agents raid at night. 
  They also load and ship children separated from their families  

onto airplanes in the darkness. 
But there can be no secrecy or underhandedness in a place  
 where light continually shines and the golden walls are clear as glass. 
  Did you hear all the words about things that can be seen through? 
   The jasper is as “clear as crystal,” (21:11) 
    the gold as “clear as glass,” (21:18) 
     the golden streets as transparent as glass, (21:21), 
      and had we read on even the river “bright as crystal.”(22:1) 
       Everything reflects light and you can see through it. 
The new Jerusalem is a city of security and peace 
 where all things can be seen clearly  
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and nothing will ever be hidden again. 
It is also “a vast, cosmopolitan city with people from every nation and ethnicity,  
 the capital city of the God who delights in differences.ii 
  The gates, all twelve of them, stand wide and welcoming 
   and God’s face is continually visible to all. 
    In other words, the city is a physical picture  
     of what God wants human lives to be,  

places of openness, connection, justice and joy. 
 
Clear seeing and seeing each other is central to the gospel story, too, 
 when Jesus interacts in Jerusalem with a scribe  

who has been eavesdropping on his teaching. 
The impact of the story comes from the fact  

that in the days prior to this interaction,  
Jesus has not had a single positive interaction with anyone in authority. 

In the two chapters leading up to our story (11 and 12) 
 Mark makes it absolutely clear that Jesus is opposed by  

the chief priests, the scribes, the Pharisees, the Sadducees,  
and the Herodians, so there is no reason whatsoever  

to assume that this interaction is going to be any less hostile.  
As today’s story begins, we’re told that the scribe  

thought Jesus had answered his questioners well, 
 then he posed a question of his own, but we don’t know 

whether his intention is to trap Jesus  
or initiate some other form of harm.  

 

In the film version of Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird 
 there is a scene in which an angry crowd of men  

is ready to lynch a man whose been falsely accused.  
They wait until night, then storm the jail where the man is confined. 

When they drive up to the jail in a caravan out of the darkness,  
they discover Atticus Finch, the scholarly attorney  

who represents the accused, blocking their path. 
The mob of men, armed with farming tools and shotguns, 

loom out of the Southern darkness.  
But Atticus sits in a pool of light from a floor lamp  

he has dragged onto the jailhouse porch. 
The men tell him to move aside. He refuses. 

As anger and unreason mount,  
Atticus’ young son, Jem, and little daughter, Scout, 

who have been watching from afar  
shove into the crowd of men to be with their father. 

Shocked by the sudden incongruous presence of children, the men fall silent. 
In the pool of light from her father’s lamp 

seven-year-old Scout can suddenly see individual faces,       
  and she begins to says “Hey” 

to men she knows by name, 
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seeing them not as members of a mob, but as neighbors,  
as the fathers of her school friends and clients of her father. 

She asks one man about his legal troubles,  
since she has seen him once or twice at her back door.  

She asks about the man’s son.  
The men shift uneasily. They begin to look down.  

Scout knows something is terribly wrong here,  
but her refusal to see the mob as a mob,  

as anything other than her neighbors, 
her refusal transforms them from a lynch mob       

  back into law-abiding men.  
The men have been seen through,  

seen as their true and best selves, 
and so they go home silently, unnerved by the reminder 

that they are people who are worthy of a little girl’s trust. 
 

As Jesus interaction with the scribe unfolds, 
 neither man assumes the worst about the other. 
  As each one speaks, the other listens, and learns. 
The scribe is impressed with Jesus’ coupling 
 of the words from Deuteronomy about the oneness of God 
  and the need to love God with everything that’s in us 
   with the command from Leviticus to love your neighbor as yourself. 
The scribe responds with a kind of outburst, 
 a deep realization that, yes, these two teachings are  
  the most important teachings of all, 
   far more important than lock stepping one’s way  

through set religious rituals.  
 It matters today that the rituals the scribe names are offerings 
  given to God meet prescribed formulas for giving, 
   not offerings given from a deep sense of honor, joy, or gratitude.  
On Jesus side of the conversation,  

a defensive person, someone who was looking for a fight, 
 might have taken the scribes words 

   “You are right, Teacher,” as an entitled put-down, 
    some form of “Golly, how surprising  

to hear anything intelligent from a rube like you.” 
 But despite all the negative interactions of the previous days 
  Jesus was is not defensive or guarded.  

He praises the scribe highly for his understanding, 
telling him he’s near to the kingdom of God. 

The story is remarkable in that the actions of both men  
completely mirror what they’re saying to each other: 

  they are God-loving, God-centered people 
   who treat each other like someone God loves, 
    like neighbors worthy of mutual respect and care. 
Nationally, we have not seen a lot of behavior  
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characterized by God-centered mutual respect and care.  
I was surprised on Friday to receive a text message 
 from a member of a former church I pastored, 
  asking me for advice about a book to read 
   in order to respond articulately yet civilly 
    to people around her whose talk is making her ill. 
 She wants to do a good job of representing her views and her faith 
  but feels beaten down by rampant untruths and unkindness. 
I felt ill-equipped to help her, since I have been so heart-sick myself,  

but responded with the advice  
you gave each other here in the class on addressing racism  

that met in Hatcher this fall. So I told her to say this: 
  Say this gently, “I couldn’t disagree more,” 
   and offer your perspective only if its asked for 

in a manner that is respectful  
no matter how your conversation partner behaves. 

Silence is not an option. Neither is failing to treat others 
as people who are beloved of God. 

 
On the heals of that exchange I learned through a pastor friend on Facebook  

that someone in San Antonio, Texas, mailed out letters to voters  
  in the name of a Presbyterian church, 
   telling recipients to vote for a particular candidate in the election 

along with a set of fear-based reasons why they should vote this way. 
Whoever did it was no doubt delighted by the idea 
 that the church could lose its tax-free status if anyone reported, 
  and that the candidate was someone whose platform 
   opposes many of the ministries the church supports, 

such as access to healthcare for poor women 
and services for immigrants and refugees.  

I shared the post, on BPC’s Facebook page 
 which I hope you’ve joined and visit often. 
  I shared the post because of the faithful way         
   so many Texas Presbyterian churches  
    joined together in response, with pastor after pastor speaking.    

There was no outrage, no finger pointing, no name-calling,  
  just calm explanations of the biblical mandate 

for each congregations’ actions on behalf of others.      
 I was helped by the thoughtful language, especially this:   

“The ideas of the letter seem to imply that we have to be afraid  
and have to protect something in our culture  

in order to be truly Christian.  
We believe that God is acting in the world  

and we do not need to live in an atmosphere of fear.  
God comes first, God’s grace comes first.”  

 Their post is not likely to change any minds.  
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It’s simply consistent with the behavior of those 
who love God with heart, soul, mind and strength, 

and who do their best to love their neighbors as themselves.  
 

Lest you think such restrained dignified kindness isn’t enough       
 in the gospel story others were listening to Jesus’ and the scribe      
  and they were impacted, deeply impacted, by Jesus’ exchange with the scribe. 
Because after these words, we’re told by Mark,          
 that no one dared ask Jesus any more questions.         
  That sounds like an impact to me.            
 I think they knew that he was God-centered, and that against that union,    
  they would never be able to prevail.  
So within a few days they killed him              
 so that they could stop the talk about a love they could not abide.     
  But they were right the first time. Fear and death failed.  AMEN. 

 

i In every midterm election since the Civil War the president’s party has lost, on average, 32 seats in the House and 
two in the Senate. But history-defying outcomes have taken place in the past year with a frequency that is also 
history-defying. 
ii Rev. Charles Hoffacker, Sermons that Work, Episcopal Digital Network, 2013. 

                                                 


