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Benefice Communion, Bramdean

Revelation 21:1-6a; John 11:32-44
As you know, today we are celebrating All Saints’ Day.  Now it seems to me that as our Christian festivals and observances become more and more sidelined in mainstream society, so secular celebrations are rising in popularity to fill the void and I think that Halloween is a prime example of this; and not only a prime example but a deeply worrying one as well because although it obviously has some roots in the religious celebrations of All Hallows’ Eve, today’s secularised Halloween is at best a perversion, at worst a polar opposite of what the feast of All Saints’ is about.  

All Saints’ Day was and is a celebration of life, remembering both those who have served others and the church in the past and Jesus himself, who brought light into the world to defeat fears and darkness.  Sometimes known as All Hallows, meaning roughly ‘All Holy People’, it is a time to remember all the unnamed saints who do not have a saint’s day of their own.  The following day, All Souls, is sometimes called ‘The Day of the Dead’.  This is a day to remember all people who have died, whatever sort of lives they led.  It is a happy occasion on which to think back on good times and to pray for the souls of those who have died.

Now very few people today, particularly young people, have any understanding of this.  Last year, when trick-or-treaters came to my door, I told them they could have a treat only if they could tell me where the name Halloween came from.  Despite the fact that I had given them an assembly on the subject, these particular boys didn’t have a clue, so I filled in a few gaps in their knowledge and sent them on their way.  I don’t for one moment imagine that their understanding was transformed by that encounter: possibly the only tangible effect was that they will remember it’s too much like hard work calling at the Rectory in future, but I couldn’t let this go unchallenged!  There is a growing tide of concern about Halloween across the churches.  No one is naïve enough to think that Halloween can be stopped, but there is a growing desire to reclaim the celebration as a Christian one – or at least one that is in broad sympathy with the Christian message.

So how did a celebration of Jesus as the light of the world, and a commemoration of all those who have nurtured the Christian faith, get turned into some sort of sanitized horror movie when parents allow their children to dress up as witches and terrifying figures and roam the streets at night?

As you probably know, when Christianity spread through Britain, the church chose to adopt for some of its festivals dates which were already in use by the pagan Druids, and 1st November was the celebration of Samhain, lord of the dead.  It was thought that on the evening before this celebration the barriers between life and death came down, and evil spirits roamed free.  The date also marked the beginning of winter.  Christians felt that it was appropriate to adopt this date for the celebration of All Saints, based on the fact that that through Jesus, the light of the world, all darkness is banished.  All Saints should be and can be a celebration of good over evil, recognizing the power and authority of Jesus, surrounded by his saints and followers of all the ages.

Secularized Halloween doesn’t remember and celebrate those who have brought the love of Christ to the world in the past, but revels in fear and horror, taking the theme of the dead and investing it with the fears of pagan ignorance and superstition.  While for many the ‘fear’ at Halloween is sanitized and shallow, for others Halloween is a reminder of the unknown and the dark: the evil that we cannot see.  It’s not God’s will that anyone should live their lives in fear, or that fear should be an element in the lives of Christ’s followers.  Christ came that we should life, eternal life, and have it in abundance.  All Saints’ Day and secular Halloween are at opposite ends of the scale.

Our New Testament reading today from the book of Revelation speaks of the hope of this eternal life with that immensely powerful and enduring image of a new heaven and new earth.  It holds the promise of a new beginning to a glorious life when all barriers to complete union between God and creation are overcome and the kingdom of God is truly established.  It holds out the hope, given by Jesus, of an end to death – that promise which was initiated in the resurrection of Christ will come to fruition, and life, that ultimate gift of God, will be triumphant.  No wonder so many Christians include this passage in funeral services, reminding those who mourn and endure the pain of loss, that endings, loneliness and desolation are not our ultimate fate, they are markers on our journey through this life.  But the present pain is not for all time; it will pass away, and fulfilment such as we have never before known, will take its place.  It is to that same joyful celebration in the life to come which the feast of All Saints’ points us.

And if the words and images from Revelation seem too distant, poetical or abstract to form the basis of a realistic hope in this life, especially at the times of trauma, tragedy and crisis when we most need a clear reassurance of God’s ultimate purpose, then the poignancy of our gospel cannot fail to leave us unmoved.  Jesus’ compassion is stirred to its depths at the death of his dear friend and the pain and grief of the beloved sisters.  But Jesus was deliberately slow at responding to their request for help so that it could be clear that he was exerting his power over death in bringing Lazarus back to life.  A rotting corpse could not be mistaken for a very poorly man: Jesus wasn’t bringing a sick man back from the brink of death; he was acting as the Lord of Life in performing that supreme act of conquering death.  It was his last miracle before his own resurrection and was his final declaration of who he was to those who had the eyes to see, the ears to hear and the hearts to understand the power of his love.  

Our God is revealed to us in Jesus the Lord of Life.  There is no place in our cosmos for Samhain, the Lord of the dead, or any other force which promises only darkness, fear, imprisonment and death.  The light which Jesus brought into the world is a light that cannot be quenched and it is our task to proclaim that light, that life, that goodness in all that we do and to all whom we meet.  And one day we will take our place among the saints in glory, in the new heaven and the new earth, when death shall be no more and mourning and crying and pain shall be no more.  And life shall have no end.

Amen. 
