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Texts:  
Revelation 7:9-17; Psalm 34:1-10, 22; 1 John 3:1-3; and Matthew 5:1-12

Yesterday, November 1, marked All Saints Day in the life of the Christian 
tradition. 

So today in worship we are remembering those saints among us, all 
members of St. Paul’s church, who have died since the last All Saints Day. We 
will appropriately remember them during the communion liturgy and later 
during Evensong this afternoon. 

Who do you remember today? 
I think of all my grandparents and many others.
All of us have within us the capacity to be sinners and saints. There are 

not two categories, one sinner and one saint . We are both, and we have the ca-
pacity for both.

Saints are not in all ways perfect people, and sinners are not in all ways 
evil people. But by the grace of God, our inclinations to do wrongly can be 
overcome. We can be made holy by the love of God and the practices of the 
faith that sustain and sanctify us.

The temptation on days like this is to gloss over the challenging stuff and 
remember only the rosy things in the lives of our saints. Those who are your 
loved ones, friends, and neighbors listed here had their ups and downs in life 
and faith, I am sure. 

Blessed are they now and blessed are you who mourn now, the Gospel 
says.

It is also tempting on this day for a preacher to launch now into a litany 
of famous saintly stories of people like Mother Theresa, Charles Wesley, Oscar 
Romero, Martin Luther King Jr., Pope Francis, or your favorite and famous rec-
ognized saints and say, if only we could be like them, then we would be real 
saints, we would blessed, and the world would be redeemed.
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While I don’t discourage you from being inspired by these and other 
faithful heroines and heroes of yours, I have resisted the temptation today to 
resort to their stories, quotes and other testimonials.

Instead, I would point us directly to the scriptures chosen for this day 
and to the names before you and say – what about the saint near you. What 
about the one next door, the one right under your nose who lives faithfully and 
inspires you to do the same.

You and I have both have had saints in our lives who none but a tiny cir-
cle would ever know. Very human people and yet people who were or are holy. 
There are living saints you know.

Saints, living or passed on, are those who the beatitudes name: peace-
makers, the pure in heart, the merciful and others.

The popular pessimism we hear now goes something like this: if only 
we had those saints now. They don’t come like that used to.  They don’t make 
saints like that anymore.

You will not hear me say today if only we had peacemakers anymore, if 
only there were purer ones, if only there were still people with mercy.

You will not hear me say such things today. 
What are we saying about God when we make such claims? 
Is God still not in the business of making us sinners - saints?!! 
Is God or isn’t God in the act of working grace in us, improving us, grow-

ing us, developing us?
If we have grown discouraged, perhaps actually our theology has dimin-

ished. Perhaps we have shrunk God in our minds down to a size such that this 
God is not capable of blessing us anymore or making us anything more than 
the sum total of our parts.

I say, look around you and notice the quiet ones. Notice the faithful 
teacher, neighbor, mother, or father. Notice the uncle, the waitress, the one who 
shows mercy and makes peace. 



The Saint next Door • November 2, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • page 3

I should say a word about blessing, for it, like a host of other words, has 
been overused and abused. 

One of our pastors sent to me a New York Times article this week around 
the popular use of the word, blessed. I want to share with you some from it.

“Blessed#” has become a popular hashtag on social media. For all of 
you who are not social media types, these can be messages through Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram, or a host of others where people send brief messages to 
each other.

Jessica Bennett writes, “Here are a few of the ways that God has touched 
my social network over the past few months:

“God made it possible for a yoga instructor’s Caribbean spa retreat. 
(“Blessed to be teaching in paradise,” she wrote.)

“God helped a new mom outfit her infant in a tiny designer frock. (“A 
year of patiently waiting and it finally fits! Feeling blessed.”)

“God’s been known to bless Kanye West and Kim Kardashian with 
(amazing) getaways and expensive bottles of Champagne, overlooking sunsets 
of biblical proportion (naturally). #Blessed, they wrote.”

There’s nothing quite like invoking holiness as a way to brag about your 
life. But calling something “blessed” has become the go-to term for those who 
want to boast about an accomplishment while pretending to be humble. 

Of course, she goes on, blessed has long been used in religious settings. 
It means to be made holy; it can also serve as a kind of casual well-wishing. “I 
grew up in a household where everybody went to church, and I often heard 
‘Have a blessed day.’”

But the overuse of the word has all but stripped it of its meaning. “Now 
it’s just like, ‘Strawberries are half-priced at Trader Joe’s. I feel so blessed,’ ” 
one writer posted.

Now, while I feel like God is big enough to encompass a lot and bless a 
great deal, the blessing of Jesus in this sermon here feels quite different than 
our common usage.
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These blessings are blessings because they are given by Jesus. They are 
encouragement, it is hope for something better, it is status given to a crowd no 
one would consider blessed.

Jesus turned blessing on its head in this pronouncement. No more is 
blessing only tied to health, wealth, and 24-hour happiness. No, now these 
ones are blessed and will be.

In Matthew’s version and in Luke’s version of this Sermon on the Mount, 
I see Jesus looking on a crowd of the poor, discouraged, persecuted, meek, 
grieving…and I see that today, too. Not because I know you all that well. I know 
some of your stories now. But I just know that it is the human experience. It’s 
my experience.

So seeing this, seeing you, Jesus says – blessed are you, all will be well. 
New Testament scholar Professor Alyce McKenzie says that these bless-

ings are meant to shape us as a community of faith, shake us up a bit and re-
orient us to where God’s blessing truly resides and finally to lead us to the side 
of those who are blessed.  

I dare say too we might look on that ballot this week for the meek, the 
merciful, the peacemakers among our candidates. Those who embody this sort 
of nature are the ones on whom Jesus’ blessing rests, it seems to me.

In many ways, All Saints Day is also an opportunity for reflection, who 
we are and who we will be remembered to be and the promises of God today.

To that end, here is a portion of a prayerful poem by Wendell Berry titled 
“Leavings”

 
O saints, if I am even eligible for this prayer, 
though less than worthy of this dear desire, 
and if your prayers have influence in Heaven, 
let my place there be lower than your own. 
I know how you longed, here where you lived 
as exiles, for the presence of the essential 
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Being and Maker and Knower of all things. 
But because of my unruliness, or some erring 
virtue in me never rightly schooled, 
some error clear and dear, my life 
has not taught me your desire for flight: 
dismattered, pure, and free. 
I long  
instead for the Heaven of creatures, of seasons, 
of day and night. 

Heaven enough for me 
would be this world as I know it, but redeemed 
of our abuse of it and one another. It would be 
the Heaven of knowing again. 
There is no marrying 
in Heaven, and I submit; even so, I would like 
to know my wife again, both of us young again, 
and I remembering always how I loved her 
when she was old. I would like to know 
my children again, all my family, all my dear ones, 
to see, to hear, to hold, more carefully 
than before, to study them lingeringly as one 
studies old verses, committing them to heart 
forever. I would like again to know my friends, 
my old companions, men and women, horses 
and dogs, in all the ages of our lives, here 
in this place that I have watched over all my life 
in all its moods and seasons, never enough. 
I will be leaving how many beauties overlooked? 
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A painful Heaven this would be, for I would know 
by it how far I have fallen short. I have not 
paid enough attention, I have not been grateful 
enough. And yet this pain would be the measure 
of my love. In eternity’s once and now, pain would 
place me surely in the Heaven of my earthly love.

And I guess it was their pain that brought them to Jesus on that hillside 
and their pain that made this crowd before Jesus blessed with the promise of 
heaven’s comfort.

And maybe this is one of the truths of these blessings of Jesus  — that 
when we are at our lowest we are lifted up highest by the one who can has the 
power to do it — Jesus Christ.

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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