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One of my hobbies is building Lego’s with my nine year old son. You may recall that Lego’s are those interlocking plastic blocks that have been in our country since the late 1950s. And they have only become more complex over the years. A new series, the Architecture series, allows you to build some well know landmarks. So far, we have built the Empire State Building, the Hancock Tower, the Seattle Space Needle, the White House, and most recently, Mies van der Rohe's Farnsworth House. One landmark we've yet to build is Rockefeller Center. Asa pointed out that it lacked the ice skating rink, and thus was not of interest to him. Having skated there myself, I understood his feelings and thought about something that he'd never seen that impressed me from my fist visit to the building. The murals that decorate the first floor. Most of them depict human achievement--brawny men wielding hammers and tools and celebrate commerce and industry. Yet, among these is one of Jesus depicting the Sermon on the Mount. A heroic figure in white, his hands outstretched in blessing. The masses sit at his feet, some intently paying attention, other in conversation. It seems almost out of place. And then you read the inscription. "Man's ultimate destiny depends not on whether he can learn new lessons, or make new discoveries and conquests but on his acceptance of the lesson taught to him close on to two thousand years ago."
Matthew's Sermon on the Mount, to use a contemporary phrase, is a game-changer. "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth." The teachings were counter-cultural two thousand years ago and they remain counter-cultural today. Jesus is telling the very people who feel that they have been overlooked, under appreciated, even scapegoated and despised, that they are blessed by God. They are told that God has not forgotten them. The passage continues with, "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God." And typically, that is the phrase that captures my imagination--that speaks to the core of my spirituality. But not this year. At least not in this hearing.
As many of you are aware, my father had a stroke during Lent of 2010. Some twenty months later, he remains quite incapacitated. The last time I visited him, he was so week, that all I could do was to lie in bed with him while he rested. And when I visited just two days ago I was struck by how much of my father I had lost. He's still handsome, with a wonderful smile, but now confined to a wheel chair and with the onset of dementia, the connection can feel week. The man who taught me to ride a bike, to fish, to hunt, to be true to myself, doesn't always seem to be home in that body of his. And I come away from my visits with a sense of mourning what has been lost--mourning the very situation in which he finds himself. Six syllables--Blessed are those who mourn.
Sometimes it is in our mourning that we feel God's presence. In the happier times, the fat times, the feast days, God is there, but the need seems less immediate. We are good swimmers and God is the dutiful lifeguard. But in our brokenness, our doubts, our losses, God is our Sherpa, more or less lifting us onto God's shoulders and carrying us along. In a sense, God seems nearer, more available. Celtic spirituality has an expression for this experience. In northern England, Scotland and Ireland, there are placed that are referred to as "thin places"--places where the distance between earth and heaven is closer--where the two almost touch one another. These are geographical, but I think that thin places can occur at other times as well--in times not bound by geography. There was a moment in time this past week when during a game of dice, I held my father's hand to help him and in that moment I felt a connection to him and a sense of a third presence--one that allowed me a sense of comfort, that all would be fine. It felt like a thin place; a place where God was present and near and heaven was almost touching us.
On the feast of All Saints' we speak of a communion of saints--past, present and future--and we take comfort in our trust that physical death is not an end, but is new beginning. And that upon our death we will be reunited with those we love, but see no longer. I know my father's own story. Baptized as an infant, raised in the church, dropped out in his teenage years and came back in his late thirties, when I was about 10 years old. Something happened in his life--something never disclosed to me--and he was back. God and the church became a priority in his life. He tithed 10% of his income every year. He became a leader in the congregation. He served on search committees. He modeled what it meant for him to be a Christian and a person who put God first in his life. And it was powerful. Not always appreciated by a rebellious son, but transformative nonetheless. On All Saints' I take comfort that the man I love, the man who nurtured my faith, who helped me to understand simple maxims such as, "If you don't stand for something, you'll fall for anything" and "If everybody likes you, then you are lying to somebody" will one day stand before me in the wholeness of his humanity--the very way in which God created him. That is what we celebrate today. That death does not have the last word. That our lives are worth more than the careers we've had or the wealth we've accumulated. Christ is risen, death is vanquished, we are made whole, and each of us is a saint of God. 
