The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for All Saints, 

The Text: Matthew 5:1-10
A few years ago on Adelaide’s Mix 102 FM’s breakfast radio, presenters Jodie Oddy and Mark Soderstrom broke into an on-air discussion about what they believed happened to a person after they die. “When you’re dead, you’re dead” Soda bluntly asserted. Jodie responded by saying how much that view depressed her. “There’s got to be some hope of an afterlife” she implored. When Soda asked Jodie what she believed, she said: “I believe that when your body dies your spirit floats off and that somewhere there is an afterlife.” In a way it was a pleasant surprise to hear this topic discussed on breakfast radio and the timing of it was so ironic given it was also the week where many celebrate Halloween, which has its own spirituality of the afterlife. 
Most today see Halloween as harmless fun, wearing scary costumes and scoring a loot of lollies. But its origins are the medieval Celtic pagan festival of Samhain, which is still observed today by pagan religions and those practicing witchcraft. ‘Samhain’ literally means ‘summer’s end’. In ancient agriculture, the beginning of winter was seen as the time of dying, and many believed the boundary between the living and the dead was easier to cross at this time. The mounds of the dead supposedly opened, and the souls of the dead were thought to revisit their homes. Feasts were held, at which the souls of dead kin were beckoned to attend, doors of homes left unbolted, and a place set at the table for them. In an effort to please the spirits of the dead, they were impersonated by young men with masked, veiled or blackened faces, dressed in white or disguises of straw. Turnips were hollowed-out and carved with faces to make lanterns which were thought to ward off evil spirits making contact with the realm of the living. Humans could be tricked into passing through to the other side, and might not be able to return to the world of the living (the basis of the ‘Trick or treat’ catchcry). Little wonder then that Samhain was also referred to as ‘Night of the spirits’ and ‘Feast of the dead’.
The name ‘Halloween’ was borrowed from a Christian celebration—‘All Hallows’ Eve’, the day before All Saint’s Day. Initially All Saints’ Day commemorated all those who were martyred for their Christian faith from of old, and was an occasion to remember their faithfulness and good example, a custom which goes back at least to the third century. All Saints' Day in modern times commemorates not only all the martyrs of old but the whole people of God of all times and places, whom he has called and made holy through the gospel. Ultimately, then, All Saints’ day is a fitting celebration of thanksgiving and praise to God for the salvation he has given us in his Son. For in him we have a greater hope than just living this life to the full because “once you’re dead, you’re dead.” We have a greater hope than there being “some afterlife, somewhere out there.” We have a greater hope than waiting for the right time when the boundary between the dead and the living becomes easier to cross. 
We hear of this hope in our Gospel reading today, where Jesus says: "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. To be spiritually poor speaks to all of us, since spiritual poverty is the natural human condition we inherited from Adam and Eve’s after their desire for self-rule in the Garden of Eden. We’re helpless to restore what the first people had undone that day, right back in the beginning. Humanity is separated from the divine, a separation that ends in death, Paul says in Romans. But it was when we were all poor in spirit that our Heavenly Father opened the storehouse of heaven and poured out all his spiritual riches in Jesus, who came down to this earth as the source of divine life, grace and every blessing. Jesus came to be the Peacemaker who would make peace between the world and God by his shed blood. It was Christ, the King of Heaven, who became poor for you. He took upon himself the spiritual poverty and impurity of humanity and gave the world a gift more precious than any earthly sum. He who had no sin became sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.
We who were spiritually bankrupt have gone to spiritual billionaires, for in the person of Christ, the Kingdom of Heaven came to you personally when he baptised you into his death and resurrection and gathered you into his church, the communion of saints. Our instinctive human way of thinking tends to understand sainthood and holiness as something earned and worked towards by moral strivings or disciplined devoutness, resulting in God’s blessings and favour. But it was when we couldn’t clean ourselves up in his sight that God our Father poured out the Holy Spirit through Jesus, so that in the waters of baptism God himself washed you clean and made you holy. He gave you new birth and a new heart; to beat with the beat of faith. He continues to wash you and make you holy through his absolving of us each Sunday. Through his word he sends his Spirit to continually make us holy in his truth and strengthen us in faith. It is only because God has first blessed us by giving us new hearts that we can even know that we need him to give us a new heart, just as King David wrote: “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me.”
The new heart that God has given us recognises that we are poor in spirit; it should mourn over our spiritual poverty and repent over sin; it should hunger and thirst for righteousness. All of this is not so that God will then bless us, but Jesus is teaching us that this way of life can only be because God has already first blessed us. For those with new hearts of faith, Jesus gives you his own precious promises:
"Blessed are the poor in spirit,

    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are those who mourn,

    for they will be comforted.

Blessed are the pure in heart,

    for they will see God.

The Son of God who died and rose again didn’t just thin out the boundary between us and God to give us an easier chance to cross through to life after death. He completely obliterated that boundary forever by his own death, taking away the sin of the world with his holy and precious blood. Unlike the feasts of the Samhain festivals in which the doors of houses were left unbolted and a place set at the table for the souls of the dead who were thought to revisit their homes, our living Lord has set a place for you at his table in the heavenly sanctuary, mirrored here in the sanctuary in church. The one who holds the keys to the kingdom of heaven has not just left the door unbolted but has completely removed it for you, as the gap in the sanctuary rail shows, and as he serves his holy meal to the holy people of God, he invites you to receive from him not just bread and wine but his own precious body and blood. This is the meal by which we remember that Jesus himself knows what pain, suffering, and even death is like, for he himself suffered persecution on the Cross and was abandoned there for all people. This is the meal by which God remembers you, not just mentally, but in the fullness of his loving action, faithful to everything he has promised you, by serving you forgiveness, life and salvation. This is the meal by which God proclaims to you that he will never abandon you, no matter what you face in life, even as you walk through the valley of the shadow of death…but he will walk with you, and will comfort you, and bring you peace.
That is why today, as we remember our brothers and sisters of the Christian faith who have gone before us—those persecuted for their faith and who died for it, as well as our loved ones for who we grieve—we do not participate in a feast of the dead, but the feast of the living, hosted by the living Saviour, Jesus Christ.
We can therefore grieve not as those who have no hope, but those who have sure hope and can confidently confess: “We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins, we look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.” Stand firm in this faith, for then you will see your loved ones in the faith who have gone before us, and you will see the prophets who were martyred, and the apostles who were persecuted, and all of God’s holy people now free from their suffering, and you will see the angels who rejoice with us, but best of all, you will see God, forever and ever. Amen.
