
BLESSED 

All Saints’ Sunday November 5, 2017    Matthew 5:1-12 

 

A long time ago, the pastor of the church where I grew up referred to the feast of All Saints as 

“the church’s Memorial Day.” It’s true in our All Saints worship we recall the saints who have 

gone before us, particularly those who have died in the past year.   

Last Sunday’s Reformation worship brought to mind much of Luther’s theology: our salvation 

by grace through faith, the priesthood of all believers, and the belief that we are, at the same 

time, both saints and sinners. 

Because of these foundational points, we get an idea of what it means to be a follower of Jesus 

and what being “church” is all about, not only as Martin Luther framed it but as the church itself 

has come to understand in it process of becoming.  

Today’s gospel was a reading of The Beatitudes, which is not so much a “to do” list for 

Christians but is, in fact, a statement of promise, especially for those for whom this world often 

has not been charitable. Sometimes the church has been complicit with the world in its lack of 

concern “for the least of these.” After all, isn’t heaven even more of a glorious reward for those 

who have had it hard in this earthly life? So people who are somewhat well-off and who claim to 

be “people of faith” can feel a little less guilty about their bigger piece of the pie. 

But The Beatitudes are not speaking about the great cosmic scales being balanced in the afterlife. 

There is no future tense verb in these examples of those who are called μακάριοι [makarios in 

Greek can be translated “favored, blessed, fortunate, happy, privileged, vindicated”]. “Blessing” 

is happening in the present, even if that moment seems to be anything but blessed. Right away 

that appears to go against the values of this world where, even among a lot of religious people, 

“blessed” = good fortune.  

I think being “blessed” is essentially about belonging. I got clues about that from studying the 

backgrounds of both the Greek word and our English rendering of it. But even more, the writer 

of our reading from 1 John today reminds us that we are set apart, selected by God, because God 

loves us enough to call us children of God. And, even in the worst of times, or in the midst of our 

own misbehavior and rebellion, we remain God’s own.  The Letter to the Romans even goes this 

far to remind us: “…whether we live or whether we die we are the Lord’s.” 

Thus, the privilege of being called “saint” is more about being than doing. It is in knowing our 

calling and coming to know the one who calls us that we show, not just who saints are, by our 

identity, but also what saints do, by our actions. (We don’t do good in order to be called saints; 

but we who are called saints live into our call by doing good.) 

Where Jesus turns everything upside down is his suggestion that those who are truly blessed are 

not so much the self-sufficient, self-made people, but rather those who know their need for God 

and God’s mercy. While our words and deeds come forth as our unique response to what God 

has done for us, our identity is, first and foremost, not about what we do, but who and whose we 

are.  

We are the product of God’s own word. As Luther understood it, God’s word is about more than 

information. When God speaks, “God’s word creates what it declares. God’s word called the 

universe and everything in it into existence.” [So, when God in Christ speaks these words of 
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blessing] “The Beatitudes create reality.” [Notes on Matt. 5:1-12 in Lutheran Study Bible.] 

We should never underestimate the power of the spoken word, especially when that word comes 

from God. Likewise, we should never underestimate the power of God’s creation to do what it 

(we) never thought was possible. Many a success story happened because somebody became 

even more determined in his or her task when others said “It can’t be done.” Just days ago I read 

the obituary of William Amherst Vanderbilt Cecil, who died this week at the age of 89. He was 

the grandson of George Vanderbilt, who built The Biltmore House, the largest private home in 

America, in Asheville, NC. In 1960 he came back to his childhood home, with his wife, and 

vowed to restore the property and make it profitable, something that had never happened before. 

People told him it couldn’t be done. But his determination and love for the property put things 

into perspective: “We don’t preserve Biltmore to make a profit. We make a profit to preserve 

Biltmore.” 

I won’t suggest that you should bless God and test God’s greatness by building and maintaining 

a 250-room house. But see God’s greatness because God who inspires talent and beauty and 

creativity reached down into his creation to prove to us, in Jesus, that we are people of potential 

and worth. So when we are confronted with issues that challenge how we care for God’s people, 

we can speak (and stand behind our words) as children of God: people whom God called into 

partnership, people who are the priesthood of all believers, people who are saints.   

Finally, because we celebrate not only the living saints who are actively doing the work of God in 

this place and beyond, we continue to remember and give thanks for the saints who have gone 

before us, paving the way. Pastor and theologian David Lose comments: “We have not ‘lost’ those 

who have died. Rather they live now in the nearer presence of God, beyond our immediate reach, 

yet connected to us through memory, faith, and love. “…God’s kingdom is not some distant thing 

or place but rather exists now, exerts its influence on us now, transforms our reality now.” The 

observance of All Saints, [like the Christian funeral] “is a repetition and rehearsal of the Easter 

promise that there is something more, something that transcends our immediate experience, and 

this proclamation is rooted in the confidence that God’s love and life are more powerful and 

enduring that the hate, disappointment, and death that seem at times to surround us.” 

The Good News is God’s promise and God’s surprising grace: God will do amazing things 

through us, even when we doubt our ability. God knows our potential, and he guides us and 

stretches us beyond our imaginations. To God, there is no “can’t be done,” either. In Jesus, he 

showed us the firstborn of the Risen Saints. Through him, he continues to bless us to bless the 

world. Amen. 


