
PAYING FORWARD

Luke 6:27-31

REMEMBERING SAINTS

Today is All Saints Day, the day we remember the Christian saints who have gone before us. Saints are those who live according to the Golden Rule of Luke 6:31: Do to others as you would have them do to you.  Saints are people who live according to the saying on this cup: Practice random acts of kindness and senseless beauty. Saints are those who do their part to break the vicious cycle of violence and revenge by which most of the world operates. Saints are those who try to live like Jesus lived and who try to love like Jesus loved. Saints live not by paying back but by paying forward.

The word "saint" is not limited to the most holy amongst us, you know. I can’t seem to convince you that you are a saint, but Paul begins his letters by addressing the saints in the churches:  
Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ . . .  to all God’s beloved in Rome who are called to be saints (Romans 1:1, 7); 

To the church of God that is in Corinth, to those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints (1 Corinthians 1:2);

To the church of God that is in Corinth, including all the saints throughout Achaia, (2 Corinthians 1:1);
To the saints who are in Ephesus and are faithful in Christ Jesus (Ephesians 1:1); 

To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi (Philippians 1:1);
To the saints and faithful brothers and sisters in Christ in Colossae (Colossians 1:2).

According to Paul, who are saints? For Paul every disciple of Jesus Christ is a "holy one," a "saint." Every time we enter the church building to worship, we are not alone. The saints gather with us and sit with us. We are debtors whenever we gather to worship. We are joined today by Abraham and Sarah, Moses and Miriam, Deborah and Samson, Mary and Lazarus, Peter and Paul, Priscilla and Aquila, Evelyn Esper and Jim Gouge, Heloise Pearson and Clay Staples, Beverly Rish and Ben Price, John Buchanan and Peter Wood, Ginger Carter and Brent Christian.

Frederick Buechner writes, “On All Saints’ Day, it is not just the saints of the church that we should remember in our prayers but all the foolish ones and wise ones, the shy ones and the overbearing ones, the broken ones and whole ones, the despots and tosspots and crackpots of our lives who, one way or another, have been our particular fathers and mothers and saints, and whom we loved without knowing we loved them and by whom we were helped to whatever little we may have, or ever hope to have, of some kind of seedy sainthood of our own.”  


We are debtors to every saint who has preceded us. We worship today in a building completed by Vienna Baptist saints twenty years ago on All Saints Day. On Sunday, November 1, 1987, we dedicated this building to the glory of God. Every time we gather to worship here in this place, we join in a divine-human conversation which began long before any of us were born and shall continue long after all of us are dead. 
PAYING LOVE FORWARD

 One of my favorite verses in the Bible is 1 John  4:19: "We love because he first loved us." We do not love in order for God to love us. We do not pay God back for loving us. All we can do when loved by God is to pay forward.

In 1999 Catherine Ryan Hyde published her novel Pay It Forward. The hero of her story is Trevor McKinney, a 12-year-old who responds to an extra-credit assignment in Social Studies: "Think of an idea for world change and put it into action." Trevor's idea is simple: do a good deed for three people, and in exchange, ask each of them to "pay it forward" to three more. So nine people are helped, then those nine help twenty-seven and then it spreads out. Soon Trevor has started an entire movement which changes the world.


I have been preaching about “paying forward” way before this novel and movie came out. Again and again I come back to this verse in 1 John: "We love because he first loved us." C. S. Lewis once wrote, "Love itself is not a hunger that needs to be filled, but a fullness that gives away."

We come here on All Saints Sunday to remember the saints who have gone before us, but we do not come this day to pay them back. We can’t. All we can do is remember them, remember their contribution to our lives, and then pay forward into the future by doing to others what we would have done to us. This morning we look into a candle’s flame and see the face of a saint who has made a difference in our life. And this afternoon we can look into the mirror and see the face of another saint who is trying to live like Jesus calls us--Do to others as you would have them do to you.

1 Frederick Buechner, The Sacred Journey; San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1982, page 74

Robert E. Albritton, Ph.D.

Vienna Baptist Church

Vienna, Virginia

November 4, 2007: All Saints Sunday
Page 


