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I trust that you had your share of trick or treaters this week and that you bought enough candy that there was some left over. Yesterday, November 1st was All Souls Day, or All Saints Day, what used to be called All Hallow’s day, which gave us All Hallow’s Eve, which became halloween. Where else can you find such informative trivia?

All Souls Day used to be a day of remembrance where people recalled their departed love ones who had died in the Lord, sort of like a Memorial Day for everyone, not just military. This got me thinking about this piece of scripture that I read from Hebrews. 

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles.” This phrase, “cloud of witnesses,” used to bother me a lot when I was younger. If you were the type of kid that I was, and I happen to know that some of you were, a major concern was not so much that what you were doing was wrong, but that your mother, father, or blabber-mouth siblings might catch you. As the baby of the family, your siblings catching you was doubly bad because it provided them the joy of telling on you and you still got the dickens for whatever you were doing. 

This reality was bad enough but come to find out in church that there’s this great cloud of witnesses. I recall as a 10 or 11 year old, considering who exactly was in this cloud and what they had witnessed. After this was pointed out in a sermon, I found myself sitting in church re running the events of that morning and the day before. I was quite happy to hear Dr Dawe say, “Amen,” and the organ start to play the closing hymn. 




							1

On the way home from church I worked up the nerve to cautiously ask, “Who exactly is in this cloud of witnesses?” My mom started to rattle off the names of  relatives I knew who had passed on and then got to her side of the family and folks that she recalled, some I’d never heard of. Most of the names didn’t mean that much to me, they were my parent’s friends and relatives. I thought, well that’s not so bad. Then Dad quietly said, “Granddad’s in that cloud.” I said, “Granddad’s not dead yet.” Dad corrected me, “My granddad.” “You mean Granddad Milo,” I asked. “Yes,” he responded. That shut me up. 

I sat back in the seat, my brothers and sister started talking about sports or something else, and my mind got to turning. Grandad Milo had passed away when I was 7. Some of the happiest memories from my early childhood have Grandad Milo in them. He was a big man, 6-5. As a tot, we could sit in his hands, they were that big. To us, he was a soft spoken giant with a gentle laugh and warm smile. He always smelled like cigars and peppermint and usually had a roll of lifesavers in his sweater pocket. 

My memories of him were a warm fuzzy blur. Those big hands lifting you up like you weighed nothing, sitting on his lap, that warm smile that seemed to come as much from his eyes as his mouth. There’s a picture of him, with my cousin and me, sitting on his lap. He’s seated on an Adirondack chair in the yard, wearing his panama hat, smiling. 

But back to my inner turmoil regarding all these witnesses. My mother had figured out when I was fairly young, that if she sat me down and got me to realize that God was watching me, even when she couldn’t be, the results were amazing. I used to dread when I would hear her say, “We need to talk.” Somewhere in that conversation I would be reminded that God was watching me, even though I had apparently forgot. 

To an elementary or Junior high kid, the idea of God was at best an abstract idea. You couldn’t put a face on him and even what you thought you knew about him personally you couldn’t quite nail down. Great Grandad on the other hand was real, at least in my mind. 
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He had never raised his voice or corrected me that I recall. The time spent with him was so fun filled that I didn’t have the opportunity to get into mischief. But as a young teenager, the idea that he had seen some of the things I had got into in the interim since his passing, was at best unnerving, almost terrifying. I recall my dad, later in the day, asking me why I was so unusually quiet. I didn’t lie to him, but thought better of sharing my thought process. 

This “Cloud of Witnesses,” thing ran through my mind again this week as I was thinking about  All Souls day. Whether one of the those witnesses is Great Grandad, or any number of your forebears, is not the focus or shouldn’t be the focus. Nor should the idea that any or all of these dearly departed spend their afternoons watching us screwing up in our daily struggles, like a spectator at a local football game. 

Those who have gone on, not just our parents, children, siblings, aunts and uncles, are witnesses, that is, they bear witness not only to the resurrection, but to the saving grace of the blood of Jesus Christ. What they bore witness to is so much more important than any other aspect of this story. 

Which leads me to other pieces of scripture I read earlier: one I read at graveside services and the other we read each Good Friday. To my mind, Job 19:25-27 is one of the most beautiful pieces of the Old testament. “I know that my redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand on the earth. And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see him with my own eyes—I, and not another. How my heart yearns within me!”

This is the opening solo of Handel’s Messiah, In the words of the King James Version. I knew it by heart. “I know that my redeemer liveth and the He shall stand upon the earth at the latter day. And though worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh shall I see God.”  

In the other reading, Luke 23:42-43, Jesus Christ, while hanging on the cross, took this hope to a new level. The second thief or criminal said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” He replied, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.” Today, you will be with me in paradise. Not after some long awaited resurrection, not laying around in Sheol till the cows come home, today. 				3
Think about the sheer hope, anticipation, sureness with which Job, a man who was covered with sores, who felt abandoned by God and his friends, who’d been told by his own wife, “Curse God and die,” and yet, clung to this reality. 
I know that my redeemer lives.

Lay beside this a man who hadn’t lived a righteous life, admitting that he deserved the cruel death he was suffering, turning to Jesus, asking for salvation. Jesus, who was himself dying, having been beaten nearly to death before being paraded through the streets and nailed to a cross, saying, “Today, today you will be with me in paradise.”

This is what this could of witnesses bore witness to while on earth and they continue to bear witness from the other side of the grave. Wherever that is and wherever that is, is not important. They continue to bear witness because of the loved ones that they left behind who learned from them this incredible truth of salvation. The witnessing continues to move forward.

I’m reminded of the writer of the hymn “Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me. I once was lost, but now am found, was blind, but now I see.” He was a wretch, by anyone’s measure, spent his life captaining a ship that hauled people across the Atlantic so they could be sold as slaves.

But there came a point in his life where through the Holy Spirit he recognized the depravity of his life, he saw where he was and where he was headed. By the grace of God he turned around, he repented. He not only spent the rest of his years witnessing, telling others his story, but how Jesus could change their life. He left us one of the most familiar hymns of the church, there again as a witness, a marker, a guide. “A wretch, like me, was lost but now found, blind, but now see.”

That great cloud of witnesses isn’t sitting around watching our daily struggles, they aren’t spending time wondering if we are going to screw up, they know we will, because they know that they did, all of them, regularly. They are not in that cloud because they were saints down here. Try as they might, they were all human, they were all flawed. 
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They are in that cloud, because they recognized their sinfulness as that thief on the cross did, and were led to the forgiveness offered to them like it was offered to a dying man who recognized that he was not worthy of salvation, but by the grace of God was shown where it came from. Right over there, hanging on that cross right next to him.  

Once shown the source of salvation, they bore witness to it. Lie someone would tell others where the spring is. People who heard the conversation between Jesus and the thief, bore witness to others, who bore witness to more, and on and on, to your grandparents, to their offspring, to you and to me. We stand on the shoulders of our parents and grandparents, but we stand on every set of shoulders that lead us back to the cross of Jesus Christ, regardless of denomination, language, whatever. 

Someday, possibly sooner than later, we will each join that cloud of witnesses. A few years ago, my father’s kid sister was out shopping for flowers with her husband, she dropped dead, right there in front of the flowers. I don’t say this to frighten you, it shouldn’t frighten any of us, it’s a reality. Without sounding callous, it’s actually only a matter of when and how. 

Psalm 116:15 says,”Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his faithful ones.” which in short, means that precious is the time when each of us join that great cloud of witnesses that we have been surrounded by all of our lives. May our lives, our actions, our choices, testify, bear witness, not to our saintliness, but to our savior’s love. 

For all the saints, who from their labors rest, who thee, by faith, before the world confessed, Thy name O Jesus, be forever blest, alleluia, alleluia, Amen.  
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Job 19:25-27
“I know that my redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand on the earth. And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see him with my own eyes—I, and not another. How my heart yearns within me!”

Luke 23:40-43
40 But the other rebuked him, saying, “Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? 41 And we indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong.” 42 Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into[k] your kingdom.” 43 He replied, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.”

Hebrews 12:1-2
Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart. 




