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 Called by Name 
NT Reading: Revelation 21:1-6a 

Gospel: John 11:32-44 
All Saints 

 The writer Clive Edgerton tells of the time when the evangelist Billy 
Graham visited the nursing home where Edgerton’s elderly Aunt was living.  After 
greeting several residents and their families, Graham held a long conversation 
with a resident in sitting quietly in a corner.  As he prepared to move on, Graham 
leaned over and asked the lady, “Do you know who I am”?  “No I don’t” came the 
reply, “But there’s a nurse over there who can help you with that”. 

 Contrast that with a visit by the billionaire Nelson Rockefeller to the home 
of a lady who had worked for him for many years, and was now long retired and 
almost blind.  After chatting for some time, Rockefeller said, “Eileen, do you 
know who I am”?  “Mr. Rockefeller”, she said, “I’d know your ashes”. 

    We all want and need to be known and acknowledged for who we are.  
On meeting friends or strangers, the African bushmen acknowledge each other 
with the words, “Good day; I saw you from afar”.  Today we celebrate All Saints’ 
Day, acknowledging those millions of people, many named in the church 
calendar, far more known only to those whose lives they touched.  We 
remember them for their lives of faith, courage and love.  As we acknowledge 
them, they live on in our hearts and memories.  

 A look at some of the known saints shows them to be as varied and 
colourful as any group of people can be.  One of the best known is Francis, who 
called the swallows his sisters, but how many have heard of St. Dominic, who 
preached to the fish along the shore when no one came to hear his sermons in 
church? Or Helenus of Egypt, who used a crocodile as a ferryboat to cross a 
swollen river to get to a Sunday Service?  Or Vincent, who hung his cloak on a 
sunbeam, when he couldn’t find a hook? 

 Saints appear in every twist and turn of history, and once you start looking 
there’s no end to the heights they climbed in pursuit of their goals.  Saints 
founded the first free hospitals, invented progressive education, fought against 
slavery, championed human rights and gave women a respectable place in 
society.  There was Catherine of Siena, who never learned to read or write, but 
who lectured popes, advised kings and almost single handedly brought peace to 
the warring political parties of 14th century Italy; John Bosco, who collected 
homeless and delinquent boys the way some people collect butterflies, set up 
schools and workshops and developed teaching methods based on love rather 
than punishment; and Maxmillian, the first conscientious objector who was 
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sentenced to death for refusing to serve in the Roman army.  Just before his 
beheading he noticed the shabby clothes of his executioner and asked that his 
own clothes be taken off and given to him, which they were. 

 When you consider some of the saints, what may strike you is how un-
saintly many of them were.  When I was in school, at about this time of year we 
used to sing the hymn which began, “I sing a song of the saints of God, patient 
and brave and true”.  It’s a wonderful hymn and we belted it out.  The problem 
is, it’s not accurate.  Saints were often impatient, cowardly and false.  Peter was 
impulsive,  unreliable and quick tempered.  Paul was often self pitying, bragging 
or accusing.  Thomas Aquinas was a less than bright pupil, known in school as 
“the dumb ox”.  Martin Luther was rude, coarse and sharp tongued.  But deeply 
flawed as they were, God used them to bring light and love to the world of their 
time.  

 Saints are called by God, but there are many ways of responding and living 
out that calling.  Looking at the key players in today’s Gospel: there is Mary, quiet 
and contemplative, who seems almost to have been born a saint.  Practical, 
outspoken Martha is not above questioning, even challenging God’s methods.  
Even Jesus was vulnerable, weeping alongside the others.  And he too could be 
impatient, angry, and in the end, terrified. 

 And there is Lazarus.  Lazarus was one of Jesus’ closest friends, along with 
his two sisters.  Jesus often called on them at their home in Bethany for rest and 
refreshment.  So when Lazarus falls gravely ill, the sisters send an urgent 
message to Jesus.  However, Jesus delays coming, and by the time he arrives, 
Lazarus is already dead and buried.   

 Moved by the sorrow of his friends, Jesus weeps with them, but then goes 
to the cave where Lazarus is buried.  He stands at the entrance and calls his 
friend by name, “Lazarus, come out”!  This is a personal call, drawing Lazarus out 
of his old life into new life, new faith and new hope.  When Lazarus comes out,  
still wrapped in burial cloths, Jesus says to his family, “unbind him and let him   
go”.  

 Names matter.  They acknowledge each of us as unique.  We are given 
names shortly after our birth, and at our baptism we are formally named and 
affirmed as members of Christ’s family of faith.  For most of us here, baptism has 
meant the symbolic sprinkling of water on a baby’s head.  But in Jesus’ day, and 
in some churches still, it involves full immersion in water, demonstrating burial 
with Christ and rising again, as Jesus stands at the tomb and calls us to come out 
to new life as a child of God, and as one of his saints.   
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 In the New Testament, all believers were called saints.  Paul addressed his 
letters “To the saints who are in Ephesus”, or “All the saints in Philippi”, and he 
wasn’t talking about the dead.  On All Saints Day, we make the very bold claim 
that we belong to God’s family of saints.  Once we are baptised, we belong to 
God.  What remains to be seen is what we do about it.  As Barbara Brown Taylor 
has said, “Just remember that you don’t have to be famous, or perfect, or dead.  
You just have to be you – the one-of-a-kind, never-to-be-repeated human being 
whom God created you to be” (Home by another Way, 1999, p. 212).  

 Christ’s calling to sainthood is not a call to perfection, but to an awareness 
of our failings and an earnest, humble striving to be made whole.  It is a calling 
that is open to all because it involves not our goodness but our willingness to be 
open to the goodness of God. 

The writer and poet Phyllis McGinley puts it this way:  

The wonderful thing about saints is that they were human.  They lost their 
tempers, scolded God, were egotistical or testy or impatient in their turns, made 
mistakes and regretted them.  Still, they went on doggedly blundering toward 
heaven. 

 So, my fellow saints, let us doggedly blunder on.  God, who knows us from 
birth to ashes calls us toward heaven, not because we are perfect, but because 
we are his: sinners all, in need of salvation.   

Amen 

Martha Taft Golden 
 St. John’s, Wotton 
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