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Sermon:  Matthew 5: 1-12 (The Saints of God)
“I sing a song of the saints of God . . .”  There is a wonderful story behind this hymn.  It was written by an English woman named Lesbia Scott in the 1920’s.  She was a young mother at the time, and this was one of several hymns that she wrote for her children.  It was first published in 1929 in a collection called “Everyday Hymns for Little Children.”  Despite being English in origin, it is not widely known or sung in the UK.  But it became very popular in the US, especially in the Episcopal Church.

It was included in the 1940 Hymnal in the children’s section of the book.  I’m sure most of you knew it when we sang it as the sequence hymn.  But it was deleted in the first version of the 1982 Hymnal.  There would be no children’s section in the new hymnal, and besides, it was too English and, well, too childish.  However the folks in the pews thought otherwise, and they won.
This hymn has been the basis of a number of sermons, both Episcopal and otherwise.  Lydia McGrew preached:  “As a very low-church-sympathizing Anglican, I like it a lot.  It has exactly the via media touch:  On the one hand, the writer of the words is clearly thinking of specific people who have been saints historically.  Both in that fact itself and in the whole implication of the words there is none of the rather lazy idea one sometimes gets in Baptist circles that Christians are all automatically saints, even if we live like the devil.  The words say, “I mean to be one, too,” implying that there’s some remaining question about the matter.  But there’s no denying that it has a more Protestant notion of sainthood than a Catholic one, in its idea that we are all, as it were, “candidate saints” and “there’s not any reason, no not the least, why I shouldn’t be one too.”

There’s a long church history of the veneration of the saints – the belief that the saints are both close to God (through their holiness) and accessible to mankind (whose nature they share).  And that the saints can intercede on our behalf.  In the NT there are many references to the saints. Saints, in Greek, is hagios, meaning “holy.”  Often it appears to refer to all professing Christians
.  But perhaps not always.  In 2 Thessalonians Paul writes of the Day of Judgment when Jesus will come, “inflicting vengeance on those who do not know God and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus.”
  Paul adds that these two groups will be separated from the presence of the Lord “when he comes to be glorified by his saints and to be marveled at . . . among all who have believed.”  Saints, doers of the word, glorify God.  Believers, well, they marvel.
In 2 Thessalonians Paul speaks of two things: belief in the truth and sanctification by the Spirit.  Both necessary for salvation:  “ . . . God chose you as the first fruits for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and through belief in the truth.”
  The “saints” appear to incorporate both belief and holiness.
In the early church, the veneration of saints began with devotion to the martyrs.  The first know reference is the Martyrium Polycarpi, dated circa 156 AD, where his followers express their intent to celebrate the birthday of Polycarp’s martyrdom.  (Polycarp was the Bishop of Smyrna, burned at the stake when 86 years old, when he refused to recant his faith.)  The veneration of martyrs was later expanded to include those who had survived their sufferings, called “confessors.”  Their power of intercession after death was affirmed by St Cyprian, Bishop of Carthage, who was himself martyred in 258 AD.  The forerunner to All Saints Day was a festival of all martyrs, observed by the Church before 270 AD.  The patriarch John Chrysostom, Bishop of Constantinople at the end of the 4th century, wrote of a festival of All Saints.  The celebration of the saints was a central part of the Celtic liturgy, as it was in the Gallican, Mozarabic, and Roman liturgies.

The saints were never worshiped; they were to be honored and imitated.  And they were considered as special intercessors through their prayers. There is an interesting Jewish anticipation of this, found in 2 Maccabees.  There, in a dream, Judas Maccabaeus sees Onias and Jeremiah “with outstretched hands invoking blessings on the whole body of the Jews.”

However, in the later Middle Ages much superstition surrounded the devotion to the saints.  During the Reformation, the practice was repudiated.
Article 22 of the 39 Articles of the Church of England condemns the “Romish doctrine” of invocation of saints, and the saints days in the church calendar were  restricted to the saints of Scripture.  Yet the saints still figure large in the Anglican Church.  Our churches are often named for saints.  All Saints Day is a principal feast.  It takes precedence over any other day, and is the sole feast day that can be observed on the following Sunday.  And the Episcopal Church authorizes the use of Lesser Feasts and Fasts, a book commemorating a broad array of heroes of the faith.  Very often using the preface of a saint on these days, during the Eucharistic prayer.

So who are some of these saints?  Let’s go back to our sequence hymn, I sing a song to the saints of God.  For many years I felt embarrassed singing this, wondering to myself, “Who are these people?”  I thought I was among the few who puzzled over the identity of the doctor, the queen, the shepherdess on the green.  Or the soldier, the priest, and the one who was slain by a fierce wild beast.
It seems like Lesbia Scott didn’t give us the answer, leaving us to speculate.  But generally the doctor is held to be St. Luke, the physician.  The queen is thought to be St. Margaret, Queen of Scotland.  Canonized for her holiness, devotion to the church, and work for the poor.  She was the wife of Malcolm of Scotland, one of the characters in Shakespeare’s Macbeth.
The shepherdess on the green?  Probably St. Joan of Arc.  She was born in 1412, the daughter of a peasant.  At the age of 13, she had her first supernatural visitation – a voice along with a blaze of light.  She came to recognize the voices that spoke to her as St Michael, St Catherine, St Margaret and others.  They revealed her mission to save France.  She went to battle, and was eventually captured.  The Maid, as she was called, was sold to the English.  She was charged with witchcraft and heresy, with emphasis upon her “sin” of wearing male attire.  Joan was burned at the stake at the age of 19.  We have the trial record, which proudly lists her judges.  Including Pierre, Bishop of Beauvais.  Which seems to me good reason for not calling all professed Christians “saints.”
Back to the hymn.  Who was the soldier?  Perhaps St. Alban, the first British martyr, around 209 AD.  He was a pagan, converted and baptized by a fugitive priest, whom Alban sheltered.  When the Emperor sent soldiers to search the house, Alban disguised himself in the priest’s cloak.  He was arrested and put to death.
And the priest in our hymn?  Here speculation runs wild.  I did run across a good quote, though.  From Bishop Wes Frensdorff, who said that God calls those to the priesthood that he doesn’t trust to be lay people.  Perhaps Lesbia Scott was thinking of St. Ninian, a bishop of the 5th or 6th century.  Credited with being the first Apostle of Christianity in Scotland.

“And one was slain by a fierce wild beast.”  St. Ignatius was Bishop of Antioch.  He was born about 35 AD, and martyred c. 115.  During his journey under guard by ten Roman soldiers from Antioch to Rome, Ignatius wrote to local churches.  Begging them not to intervene in his martyrdom.  The collect in Lesser Feasts and Fasts says, “Almighty God, we praise your Name for your bishop and martyr Ignatius of Antioch, who offered himself as grain to be ground by the teeth of wild beasts that he might present to you the pure bread of sacrifice . . .”

Notice how the collect is written.  It is a prayer to God, not to St. Ignatius.  And in the prayer we praise the life of Ignatius.  The collect continues with the request that God accept “the willing tribute of our lives” and give us “a share in the pure and spotless offering of your Son Jesus Christ.”  And this is true of all our church prayers for the saints – we pray to God in thanksgiving for their lives, and we ask God to help us follow their example.
Now the saints are not just St. Luke, or St. Margaret, or St. Joan of Arc, or the like.  As the hymn goes, “They lived not only in ages past, there are hundreds of thousands still.  The world is bright with the joyous saints who love to do Jesus’ will.”  We all know saints, and many are among the departed.  For me, it’s St. Virginia, my mother-in-law.  She gave me a Bible when I was in my thirties that brought me back to the faith.  She prayed for me, and I have no doubt whatsoever that she continues to do so.
Me, I’m no saint.  I love the quote from St. Francis:  “Don’t be too quick to canonize me.  I am perfectly capable of fathering a child.”  But Virginia, she is a saint.  Without a doubt in the presence of God; outside of creation, beyond the constraints of space and time.  There she prays for me – praying that I make the right choices, praying, when I don’t, that I turn and follow Jesus.  Praying that I know of God’s love and grace and acceptance, and that no matter what, “ . . . all shall be well and all shall be well and all manner of thing shall be well.”

You have saints praying for you, too.  You know some of them, but probably not all.  If this rings true to you, doesn’t it make sense, now and then, to remember your saints.  Thanking them for their prayers for you, and for the gift of love that they shared with you while here, the gift they passed on to you.  This same gift that you hope to share with others, with those you love.
Can they hear us in the realm of paradise?  Nowhere in the Bible does it say they can.  Except in one place:  “. . . for God, all things are possible.”  Matthew 19:26.
And God never stands in the way of love.
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