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Grace, mercy and peace to the Saints of God here at Hope from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

I am not sure how this news will affect the hopes and dreams of your life, but here it is anyway, straight from National Public Radio: the Vatican, under the new pope, has officially made it harder for you to become a Saint. Yes, my friends, this is sad but true. It seems that the late Pope John Paul had become kind of an “affirmative action for sainthood” pope and had greased the skids into sainthood for far too many people. The Vatican received over 500 applications, which added to the enormous amount of paperwork that goes along with the basic sainthood process, So the Roman church has gone back to its roots, still requiring the basic ‘two miracles rule,’ which I am personally struggling with, not to mention the “living a blameless life” thing and being “revered” by your community. The only saving grace I can see for myself in this one is that the miracles don’t have to be performed while I am alive…….if someone prays to me after I’m dead and I get them healed or help them win the lottery, well, I’m in! 
I suppose I’ve always had an issue with the concept of Sainthood. After all, when I was a kid, all my friends who went to Catholic school got zillions of “saints days” off, while we Lutherans even had to go to school on Reformation! My best buddy Dave even got St. Christopher’s Day off school, which really kind of steamed me because he never wore a St. Christopher medal. I guess I got revenge of sorts in 1969 when Christopher was officially removed from the list of the saints! 

During the early Christian era the term saint meant any “righteous person,” whether they were living or dead. Then came the practice of praying TO particular saints after their death, asking them to intercede to God….. I suppose they were thought to function rather like heavenly lobbyists….. and this became an accepted part of religious life. Eventually bishops reserved the authority to decide who was going to be a saint and who wasn’t and the list of “official” saints started to grow. Finally, about 1000 years ago, the pope assumed the job of deciding who fit the bill and who didn’t, based on a complex process of examining their lives, their writings, and, of course, the miracles. Two were required unless you were martyred, which cut the requirement to one! Finally, if you passed the all the tests…..and the waiting periods….. to be sure that the miracles were absolute (10 years for cancer!)…… it’s SAINTHOOD, which, by the way, is made retroactive into the time when you were alive!
Since we have been calling each OTHER saints all morning, it’s obvious that we have different definitions floating about for the word Saint, which makes things very confusing. So….let’s get back to basic on the topic of Sainthood, shall we? 
The word saint comes from a Latin word that means “holy.” In the Old Testament AND in the New, the word saint was used simply to denote someone who was “righteous.” The first time it appears is in 1 Samuel 2, where Samuel’s mother Hannah declares that “the Lord will guard the feet of His saints.” It’s found most often in the Psalms, where David often says things like “Love the Lord, all you saints” and “let the saints REJOICE!” And the last mention in the NIV Scripture comes in Rev 19, where the Church, described as the “bride of Christ the Lamb, is wearing fine linen which is the righteous acts of the Saints.” 
If you spend some time working through the listing of Saints in the Concordance of your study Bible, the picture begins to be clearer: Saints come in two varieties: first those who have been washed in the water of Holy Baptism and are members of the Holy Christian Church on Earth and second, those who are already gathered around the throne of God in heaven, that “cloud of witnesses.”  
Today, we who are members of the first group I just described, have gathered to give thanks to God for those who are now a part of the second group, some of whom we have listed in the bulletin and whose names we read a moment ago. Sometimes the memories of the Saints now with Christ still evoke tears and the pain of the loss that may be all too fresh in our hearts and minds. Sometime those memories offer us tremendous encouragement in our own journey of faith. All of the time they offer us HOPE as we look forward to the time when we will join them around the throne of God and celebrate together in Christ!
All that said, let’s take a brief “intermission” for a simple question: if you are a Saint of God, please raise your right hand…..way on up there! GOOD…..I see lots of hands….that’s wonderful…..thanks be to God….but just to be sure, we’re going to take a “Sainthood Test!”  Take out the bulletin insert, and a pencil or pen, please, and let’s reassure ALL of us that God has called us and made us HIS Saints. On the insert I have listed the Bible’s Description of a Saint. Let’s walk through this list for a few moments and see just what God’s tells us about ourselves. Ready?

___ Saints love each other. (Eph 1:5) “ I heard of your love for all the saints”

___ Saints serve God. (Rev 5:10) “These saints (are) priests serving God”
___ Saints serve the church (Heb 6:10) “for his sake in serving the saints”

___ Saints call on Jesus. (1 Cor 1:2) “saints….call on the name of Jesus”

___ Saints love the Lord. (Ps 31:23) “love the Lord all his saints”

___ Saints pray. (Rev 8:3) “the angel…offered the prayers of the saints”

___ Saints endure in faith. (Rev 14:2) “the endurance of the saints”

___ Saints do good works. (Rev 19:8) “righteous deeds of the saints”

___ Saints have high ethical standards. (Eph 5:3) …”but fornication and 

        impurity of any kind is (im)proper among the saints”

___ Saints are humble. (I Tim 5:10) “(she) washed the saints’ feet.”
___ Saints have a ministry. (Eph 4:12) “to equip the saints for the work of 
        ministry.” 

___ Saints share that ministry. (2 Cor 8: 3-4) “They begged us earnestly for the

        privilege of sharing this ministry to the saints.”

___ Saints welcome others. (Rom 16:12) “welcome her in the Lord, as is fitting

        for the saints.”

___ Saints share resources and offerings. (Rom 15:26) “They share their 

        resources with the poor among the saints at Jerusalem.”

___ Saints endure persecution. (Acts 26:10) (Paul said) I locked up many of

        the saints in prison…and cast my vote against them to condemn them.

There’s a lot more to this, but I only used verses that actually used the word Saint in them, but here’s the question of the day: Does this list sound like the basic job description of a Christian? IT IS! Let’s do the math on this one, and it’s so simple we can do it in our heads: SAINT = CHRISTIAN. We can even do it backwards (the commutative property, math teachers call it)… Christian = Saint!
That means YOU….ARE…..A …. SAINT!    Before you start to disqualify yourself….or the person next to you….OR before you get a bit puffed up over what you might have just considered as a promotion, think about this: The great “stained glass saints of the church,” those saints we listed in our liturgy, all of them, each and every one, struggled with the list we just went through. NONE OF THEM met that criteria 100% of the time…… they, as do we, before God called them home…..were saints while still being sinners. 

I say that not to tip their halos, or yours. Mine is tipped often enough.  My purpose is to remind us all that we….that you…are CALLED to be God’s Saints on earth. It’s WHO we are and WHAT we do, making a difference in the lives of people around us as we point them to Christ and offer them HOPE that can only be found in Him. That’s why we, as a congregation, have been called to expand our ministries. That’s why we are embarking on ENVISION HOPE, so we can lengthen the list of the Saints on Earth and ultimately, the Saints in Heaven.
I’m not one for a lot of sports illustrations and analogies, but with the World Series on last week, not to mention enough Steelers, Titans and Packers to fill out a weekend, you know what I mean when I say that a lot of sportscasters like to over-emphasize the importance of a single play. You hear so often that it actually becomes meaningless phrases like “that was the play of his career!” or “it all comes down to this one pitch!” 
For us as a church, it may well be true that who we are and what we are called to do might come down to the next few weeks, as we commit our time, our talent and our treasure to grow this ministry. Over 1/3 of all people who become followers of Jesus Christ do so while they are school age! Our preschool ministry, our Sunday School and our Youth Ministries are crucial to the future of this congregation, and the investment we make in these ministries pays off not only in the lives of the kids, but their families, and ultimately, the children THEY will raise! We have the opportunity to leave a legacy long into the future as we ENVISION HOPE.
God has called HIS SAINTS at Hope to give LIFE….and SAINTHOOD in Christ….to the generations that will follow us. Now is the time!

