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Grace to you and peace from our compassionate and merciful God.  Amen

Friday and yesterday several of us were on a mountain top enjoying a feast of rich food, 
a feast of well-aged wines, of rich food filled with lentils and pasta.

The shroud and sheet cast over all peoples and nations was cast aside, at least for 
awhile.

For truth be told, several of us were numb from death; from Agneta’s death and funeral. 
We longed for death to be swallowed up, for God to save us, for tears to be wiped dry.   

It was our Ninth Annual Congregational Retreat – held on a mountain top near St 
Cergue:

• The Alps were spread out on the horizon in a way that Isaiah could never have 

imagined.  
• The living waters of Lac Leman sparkled with diamonds.  

• The vineyards which had once again been so fruitful were now pruned back in 

preparation for their winter rest.  

The theme was on Gardens 
• We remembered gardens in the Bible

o Garden of Eden with its Tree of Life – Paradise created, Paradise lost

o Noah planting a vineyard after the flood

o Parables of a sower who scattered seed and a vineyard keeper who paid 

all the workers the same wage of grace
o Garden of Gethsemane where Jesus prayed among the olive trees that a 

cup of sorrow might pass from him
o That resurrection morning when Mary Magdalene’s tear-blurred vision 

made her think the Risen Christ was a gardener
o The New Jerusalem’s garden with the Tree of Life astride the crystal clear 

river of living water – and on the Tree of Life its fruit for each season of 
life, its leaves for the healing of the nations

o and we were embraced by life as we gathered in proximity to a Tree of 

Life

• We went for walks through the forest, guided by meditative questions that had us 

re-imagine our selves and our congregation from the perspective of gardens 
• Joanna, it was who encountered new life:  a growth of new tree coming forth from 

the moss and decay of a fallen tree trunk
• We looked down on the patchwork quilt of God’s Garden in canton Vaud – 

vineyards, sunflower fields, wheat fields and remembered that unless a grain of 
wheat falls into the ground and dies it cannot truly live….



The movement of the seasons, the life and death cycles of gardens put us in a reflective 
mood.  

• We made leaves for the Tree of Life.  We wrote our dreams and hopes for our 

selves and our congregation on them.  We placed them on the floor around the 
Tree of Life as if it were autumn.

• Then after a Bible study and some song, as we prepared to enter into worship 

with bread made from grain scattered over the hillsides and wine made from 
grapes crushed, we picked up the leaves of healing and hope.  

• Not our own.  We picked up another person’s leaf and helped the Tree of Life to 

blossom to hope-full life with hopes and dreams of this faith community.

Hope-full Life.  That’s what All Saints’ Sunday is about.

Friday afternoon, many of us were here in this room.  Here we beheld Agneta’s casket. 
Here we encountered Mary and Martha’s haunting question:  “Lord, If you had been here 
my brother wouldn’t have died.”

We know today’s readings well, don’t we?    
• We  heard Isaiah’s mountaintop feast just this past Easter Sunday 

• Revelation 21 has been read at many funerals  

• John 11 and Lazarus was read Friday at Agneta’s funeral 

If I were to summarize their themes, it would be that on this All Saints’ Day, these 
surprising texts declare that death itself is put to death.  Death is swallowed up, undone. 
Death shall be no more; death no longer has the last word.   

Would that it were so.  Can it be true?  Will the Risen Christ, that Gardener, call us by 
name too.

In my Chicago parish, I encountered many families who seemed to deny the reality of 
death until it hit them square between the eyes.

• We developed an educational program we called “Hymns for the Final Journey” – 

it’s a line from the hymn “O Day Full of Grace” – When we on that final journey 
go that Christ is for us preparing; we’ll gather in song, our hearts a glow, all joy of 
the heavens sharing, and there we will join god’s endless praise, with angels and 

saints adoring.
• It was a funeral planning workshop – held in the safety of not having to plan a 

funeral
• People were invited to think of the Bible texts that were most meaningful or 

comforting to them
• They were asked to name their favorite hymns that sang their faith, their hope, 

the promise of Easter life and resurrection
• We were invited to reflect on how our death could proclaim the “sure and certain 

hope of the resurrection”
• They were asked to think about end of life stewardship – to craft a will that 

extended their life of stewardship beyond their death
o We told the story of one woman in the congregation who was in the top 

ten financial contributors of the parish.  She wasn’t great on time and 
talent stewardship, for she’d been dead for nine years!  But she’d set up 



an annuity as part of her end of life stewardship that continued to pay out 
a portion of her estate to the church every year.

o That story and that workshop inspired me to change my will and direct a 

tithed portion of my estate to the churches and campus ministries I have 
served during my career, including the ELCG.   

The story of Lazarus is set in Bethany on the Mount of Olives.
• Lazarus is terminally ill near to death when word is sent for Jesus

• Jesus, though is far away down in the Jordan valley, across the river

• When he finally goes to Lazarus, he and his disciples must go uphill all the way, 

as if they are climbing up a mountain
• At Bethany, on the mount, Jesus goes into the realm of death – into the cemetery

• There he grieves, weeps.  There he prays.  Then he shouts a name, and with 

that shout the 7th sign in John’s Gospel unfolds1

• Lazarus emerges from the tomb.  Alive.  (It’s not a resurrection, for Lazarus will 

die a second time one day.)

But with this 7th sign, Jesus own death looms – Back in Jerusalem, the authorities 
conspire to kill Jesus.  

Chapter 12 opens with a feast in the home of Mary, Martha and Lazarus – Lazarus is at 
the table, Mary anoints Jesus’ feet.  A feast on the Mount of Olives….  A dead man 
seated at the table.  Did they think of Isaiah’s prophecy as they dined?  

Within a few days of that meal Jesus would climb another mountain, a hill really:  named 
Calvary.  He would be carrying a cross, a Tree of Death, then be nailed to it.  It’s that 
small mountain where the fearful hold of death is broken and put to death, swallowed up.

Three days later, beside an empty tomb, Mary Magdalene would mistake him for a 
Gardener.  And the Risen Christ would call her by name, “Mary”.  And with her name, 
she would recognize him.

On this All Saints’ Sunday – as we remember those who have died and remember those 
who have been baptized, these texts remind us that Jesus still comes into the realm of 
our dying world and calls us by name.

• At the font Jesus calls us by name to die and rise with him.

• At the tomb the Risen Christ calls us by name into God’s gracious kingdom 

where all sorrow and sighing have flown away, where all tears have been wiped 
dry and where death will be no more

• At the table we are fed with the bread of life and the cup of salvation

And here as we gather for this feast, we are like Lazarus at the table – between our 
deaths.  Having died at baptism and not yet dead.  Resurrected at baptism, and not yet 
risen.  

We are the living saints who proclaim the love and life of Christ in so many ways!

1 The preceding six signs in John: Water to wine; healing of the royal official’s son at 

Capernaum; healing of the lame man at Bethesda pool; feeding the multitude with five 

loaves and two fish; walking on water; healing the man born blind.



• We go to the cemetery in Coppet with Agneta’s body and there in the realm of 

death we proclaim Jesus as the resurrection and the life.  
o We draw strength from one another as the body of Christ –  

• We remember and give thanks for the lives of those who have gone before us 

and are at rest – we draw strength and encouragement from that great cloud of 
witnesses who surround and encourage us.

• We dare to live life full of resurrection faith – 

o challenging our wounded world to share resources and food; 

o calling for an end to the madness and brutality of war as we follow the 

Prince of Peace; 
o praying for God’s kingdom to come even as we already seek to live God’s 

reign of justice and mercy; 
o professing that we believe in the communion of saints and resurrection of 

the dead.

Today on this All Saints’ Day, gathered beside our retreat’s Tree of Life, we remember 
and celebrate God’s Saints – 

• those baptized and those who have died

• and each and every one of you, Saints of God, who have known God’s love at 

font and the altar, embraced by Christ’s amazing grace

 


