
I offer this message to all of you this holiday season who are missing someone

who has died.  I do believe our love keeps our relationships with one another alive and

real.  It is entitled “Lessons of the Saints” and was given on All Saints Sunday.  The

reading of the day was John 11:32-44.

Kate

When I got out of bed on Thursday
morning, the scene looked topsy-turvy outside. 
The mums on the deck were upended.  Branches
were scattered about.  The garden swing was
upside down.  Immediately I thought, oh no, my
grandfather’s lightweight lawn chair that we had
recently claimed from my mom’s move.  Did it
blow away in the incredible wind?  So I looked
past the arbor toward the fire ring in the back. 
And there it was,
sitting straight up,
not having moved
an inch!  I
suddenly had the
impression of him,
my Popa, sitting
right there holding
down the fort with
rain streaming from his pure white crew cut.  It
suddenly occurred to me; perhaps it was his pure
white hair that enabled him to have chickadees
eat off his head to our delight when he put a few
sunflower seed in it!

Popa’s been gone over 30 years but I can
still learn something new from him and about
him!  My mother’s father was a quiet, nature
loving man with a thick German accent, who
would gather all the grandchildren, often ten at a
time, for an outing – to the ice cream shop, to
find wildflowers, to his parent’s grave to say a
little prayer and leave those flowers.  He was the
man with the ever-present Hershey bar.  In my
family, the cardinal has become his symbol.  It
isn’t unusual when speaking on the phone for
one of my sister’s to suddenly cry out “Popa’s
here!”  Sadly, Joel never met him, for they
would have loved each other.  On the other hand,
I think Joel really does know Popa through all
our stories and my desire to get chickadees to
eat, if not from my head, then at least from my
hand.

Popa, whose name was Rudolph
Heinrich, is a revered family saint in the
Heinrich-Winters clan.  Not for any incredible
action, or any particular virtue, but for being so
thoroughly and so simply himself – a man who
loved children and nature and mowing the many
acre lawn at the country place, and who is still
cheering for his beloved Mets.  It’s been three
decades, but I still have a very loving and active
relationship with him.  Perhaps this tells us
something about the meaning and power of
sainthood.

The choice of lectionary reading, the
story of the raising of Lazarus, for All Saints
Day baffles me somewhat.  In it we do see an
incredible action of power as a brother is brought
back to life in front of his sisters and community
four days after his death.  But why choose this
reading for this day?  Certainly Jesus is not
primarily celebrated as saint, although perhaps
we could make a case.  The sisters, Mary and
Martha, are grieving their brother as countless
human beings have grieved their siblings before
and after.  And Lazarus, well, actually he is not
so much a subject in the story as one acted upon. 
The miraculous task was accomplished by Jesus: 
After meeting and sharing the grief of the sisters,
his friends, he restores their loved one to them.

Perhaps this is the primary reason for this
lectionary selection.  The church has
traditionally practiced this day as a way to talk
about death.  The actions of Jesus, both on this
day and in his death and resurrection, put before
us a sign of hope – that death is not the last
word.  That God will raise us up.  And I am not
denying that, not in the least.  But I think this has
more to do with the concept of Christian hope
than the meaning of saint.  And I think that
while we are awaiting that day, that day when
death is totally transformed by the God of life,
we need our saints.  And who are they?  They are



the people who are constantly being restored to
us in heart and mind because of their example of
living, their authenticity in being, their strength
in loving, their ongoing relationship with us,
capable of touching our lives and giving us hope,
even, though not necessarily, after death.

It’s incredible really, isn’t it, our ability
to have an ongoing and transformative
relationship with someone even after they have
died?  That we can see them, hear their voices,
recognize their particular smile someway,
somehow…in just an instant?  The bonds of love
that weave us together are not destroyed because
death has altered our presence to one another.  

The love that we share is the most real,
most powerful, most lasting thing about us. 
These bodies we inhabit, while sacred and good,
are not built to go on forever.  They teach us
many things, but are definitely limited.  I have
talked to many people who are grateful not to
have to live in their aged or suffering bodies
forever.  But I have never heard the same
complaint about living in love.  And it is not
because love does not bring pain or suffering.  It
brings worry and a great deal of anxiety – ask
any parent.  And love brings that sharp wrench
of grief when death brings separation.  But those
who continue to live in love, to bear their grief,
find that there comes a day when their loved one
is restored to them – be it in the song of a bird,
the laughter of a child, the light of a sunrise, or
even in a rickety old but steadfast lawn chair. 
Tears of sadness transform into tears of joy.

On this day we often hear that we are
surrounded by such a “cloud of witnesses,” the
saints, who have gone before us.  They have
died, but
they are
here active
in
relationship
with us. 
Scott
Merrithew
will still be
sitting
upstairs as
wreaths are decorated encouraging us to tell a

good story.  You’ll hear him in the laughter! 
Shelley Vaughn will be loving students through
teachers brought under her magnificent wing. 
Betty Breslin will be watching over every
footstep of every one who uses the new entrance
to the church.  Peg Worth is still feeding the
creativity of all of Belfast through the inspiration
of her joy and colorful spirit!  Jim Ossenfort,
only recently gone, will find his way into his
family’s conversation teaching them new things
and grounding them in his love.

And my Popa will sit here with me in his
lawn chair inviting in the chickadees on the coast
of Maine.  We will share the deep love of nature
he bequeathed to me and the taste of a good
sauerbraten!  He of the ever present Hersey Bar
is the inspiration every time we open that little
wooden box of mine.   I think he would
understand how in this day and age we try to
give out more healthy little treats, though
perhaps not.  When his cardinal appears, I will 

continue to say “Popa’s here!” and he will be. 
And why will he be?  Because his love is here –
authentic, strong, lasting, and generous.  Love,
the very thing that maintains all of our
relationships, is active on both sides of the grave.

On this All Saints Day, let us be grateful
for the love that surrounds us with the sights,
sounds, idiosyncracies, and wonder of all who
have gone before, and restores them to us.  And
let us commit ourselves to a love so vibrant, real,
and generous in our own lives that it will
continue to bring comfort, hope, and laughter to
this world long after we have died.  Those
coming next will count on us to stay close and
hold down the fort.  Amen. 


