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Shirley just 
read from 
two ancient 
pieces of 
literature—
one more 
than two 
thousand 
years old 
and the 
other that’s 
almost two 
thousand 
years old. It’s unusual for most people in our culture to do something like this 
during the course of the week. But it does say something about the Church; the 
church is that body of people who dare to remain in conversation with the past, 
with the dead. 
 
Most Sundays our church concerns itself with matters related to living out the 
Christian faith, but this is the Sunday of the church’s year, when the church 
gathers and gives thanks to God for the gifts of the past, for dead people. 
 
Today is Eternity Sunday—a day for us to remember loved ones who died, and 
acknowledge our grief and lament.  Instead of following Roman Catholics and 
Anglicans in remembering the saints on All Saints Day, which falls on November 
1st, Mennonites adopted the Lutheran and Reformed tradition of commemorating 
the faithfully departed on the last Sunday of the church year, which is today.  Next 
Sunday is the first Sunday of Advent, the first Sunday of the church year.   
 
Like All Saints Day, Eternity Sunday is a day to remember the saints, remember 
our loved ones that have gone before us.  There are those who dismiss the 
church’s remembrance as “just living in the past.”  I used to think this way too, 
until I discovered that history isn’t just about dead men, some battles they fought, 
and a long list of dates. I learnt to appreciate a famous quote by John 
Diefenbaker: 
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“He who does not know the past can never understand the present, and he 
certainly can do nothing for the future.”  

 
The book of Deuteronomy commanded the Israelites to remember the past: 

Don't forget the Lord your God...when you have eaten your fill and have 
built fine houses and live in them...then do not exalt yourself, forgetting the 
Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house 
of slavery. 

 
Remembering is a major activity of our faith.  Remember who you are and where 
you came from.  You're God's people.  God saved you from slavery and bondage. 
Remember where you came from, because then you know where you're going. 
The opposite idea is also true: if you don't know where you're going, then any 
road will take you there!  Remembering is the way the church not only gives 
thanks to God for those who walked the path of faith before us but also a means 
whereby our present living of the faith is critiqued, judged, and prodded onward. 
 
When John, in the book of Revelation, is given a vision of the eschaton, a glimpse 
into God’s future of a new heaven and a new earth, what he sees is a huge, 
multicultural gathering, dressed in white, parading with palm branches, singing: a 
procession around the throne of the Lamb. 
 
John asks, “Who are all these people?” He hears, “These are the ones who have 
passed through great tribulation but who have kept the faith, who kept 
worshipping and serving God in spite of any pain and difficulty they went through. 
Now they sing and shout in triumph.” 
 
Surely the vision is meant not only to be a peek into God’s plan of future 
restoration, but to be also a memory of the past, a time when many paid for their 
faith in blood, yet most important (for us) is that is an encouragement for the 
present.  Remembering the tribulations undergone by saints from the past, we 

are given strength for the present. 
 
When I lived in China, I heard many stories about the 
struggles and suffering faced by everyone, including the 
church, during the Cultural Revolution.  For those who don’t 
know, China’s Cultural Revolution was a sociopolitical 
movement initiated by Chairman Mao.  This violent 
movement lasted for 10 years, from 1966 until 1976.  All 
religious places, including Buddhist temples and church 



3 
 

buildings, were closed. This church was built by 
the Mennonites in the early 1920s, and it was 
turned into a movie theatre during the Cultural 
Revolution.  Others Church buildings were turned 
into storage facilities or barns, while many were 
burnt or torn down.  It was an incredibly dark 
period in China’s history. 
 
I got to 
know 

Zhang Bao Sheng who told me what it 
was like for him growing up during that 
time.  As having a Bible was forbidden at 
the time, he vividly remembers his 
parents keeping a Bible hidden in the 
wall of their sod house.  Every night after 
it got dark, they pulled it out to read.  As 
they didn’t have electricity, they needed 
to read by candle-light, but the candle light was a possible signal for the 
authorities to come and see what they were doing.  In order to make sure no light 
escaped from the house, his parents pulled a blanket over themselves and read 
the bible that way. 
 
Knowing Zhang Bao Sheng’s story, the faith of Chinese Christians in the face of 
absolute madness, knowing how Christians lived out their faith for at least a 
decade while the church was shut down, gives me a perspective for our situation 
today.  No, we’re not facing a tyrant demanding complete devotion and 
obedience, but we are facing uncertainty over whether we will be able to 
continue in-person worship services.  If our Covid-19 numbers keep going up, 
then we may very well have to return to online worship services in order to help 
flatten the curve.  Though we may be frustrated with the restrictions, angry at all 
the things we can’t do, let’s remember those saints in China who remained 
faithful in the midst of tribulation, continued to worship God even when the 
church was closed, patiently waited for God to usher in a different era.  We have 
much to learn from the saints in others countries as we continue to be witnesses 
to Jesus in our own. 
 
I think the book of Revelation is that kind of letter to us this morning. This 
strange, ancient, mysterious vision is not only meant to tell us about God’s future; 

Daming Christian Church, built by Mennonite 
Missionaries 
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it’s meant to give us hope and consolation in our present, not quite two thousand 
years after its composition. 
 
Look upon that vast multitude dancing around the throne and take heart. There’s 
nothing we go through today in our work as Christians and our attempts together 
to be church in our day that all the saints have not been through in the past.  
Saying this doesn’t make our situation any easier, maybe doesn’t even lower our 
levels of anger and frustration, but it should give us a healthy perspective. 
 
The church’s memory and our remembrance of all the saints are a major part of 
our witness to the world. If Christianity is true, saints are our best argument and 
evidence. Saints are those who demonstrate in their lives that gospel living is 
not an impossible ideal. The saints are those who are engaged in the Greek word, 
martyria, “witness.” That’s where the word “martyr” comes from. The lives of all 
saints are characterized by martyria, not only those who are killed for their 
witness. Their deaths are not the substance of their witness. Rather, it is the 
saint’s life even unto death that is the saints’ public testimony. 
 
Truth is, if the church can’t point to some people, in every age, who embody and 
practice the faith in visible ways, then we really have nothing to say. Many of you 
are here this morning (perhaps, all of you) because some person whom you 
admired (probably a person older than you) lived the faith in such a way that you 
said, “I’d like to live that way myself.”  Can you remember such a person or 
persons? 
 
Don’t get me wrong.  The saints that I’ve been talking about in almost 
extraordinary terms were extraordinary people—you’re loved ones were 
extraordinary people.  This is why you loved them.  This is why we are 
remembering them today.   
 
Before we raise them up too high and admire them too much, let’s also faithfully 
remember who they are.  The saints, your loved ones who, all those amazing 
characters in the Bible?  They all came from the same place.  They all were needy 
creatures, formed from the dust of the earth.  As it says in the book of Genesis, 
"You are dust, and to dust you shall return"(Gen 2:7).  The Psalmist describes us in 
terms of grass, “in the morning it flourishes and is renewed; in the evening it fades 
and withers (Psalm 90:6).   The saints were flesh.  Flesh that was torn, became old 
and wrinkly, and eventually died.  The saints were NOT superhumans but were 
ordinary people, often woefully human with lots of problems, warts, wrinkles and 
faults.   
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King David, who is traditionally viewed as the author of many of the Psalms, was 
also one of those saints.  He was a shepherd when he was young, taking care of 
the family sheep herd.  Then through a series of events, he became the king of 
Israel.  But the trappings of political power made him think he could do whatever 
he wanted, so he ordered the murder of Uriah the Hittite, to cover up his adultery 
with Bathsheba. 
 
Another saint is Jacob, one of the pillars of the people of Israel, who cheated his 
brother Esau.  There was also Joseph, that spoiled and haughty dreamer. Then, 
there was Matthew, a tax collector for the Roman occupied forces.  Tax collectors 
get a uniformly bad press in the gospels as robbers of the widows and the 
orphans. 
 
The saints were NOT superhumans but flawed people with lots of faults and 
failures.  They were not heroes, but anti-heroes, not super humans, but frail weak 
people who sometimes responded in faith to God, but sometimes didn’t. 
 
You see, the bible isn’t a story of human moral achievement for our use as a 
moral handbook. Nor is it a story of how faithful and righteous humans are, or 
about all the good and wonderful things we have done for God.  Rather, the bible 
is a story about God.  It is a story of God’s salvation, God’s never-ending 
faithfulness to us and the earth.  
 
Maybe God chose saints like your loved ones so that, when others saw the 
extraordinary things God did with them, people were all the more impressed with 
the greatness of God's grace. 
 
Maybe God has a sense of humour.  Maybe God just likes a challenge. 
 
See Joan over there?  She’s just a volunteer in the hospital.  And God 
smiles.  Well, just wait to see what I do with her as a disciple!  Joan, the hospital 
volunteer, who is also following God while she carries out her duties. 
 
We remember the saints, but we don’t idolize them.  Our hope does not lie in 
their—or our—moral achievements but in the person of Jesus – whose life, death, 
and resurrection, Jesus’ victory over sin, violence and death we celebrate 
repeatedly.  The resurrection of Jesus from the dead is for us a concrete sign that 
God is still in control and is working to restore all things to how God intended 
them to be. 
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So, with eyes of faith, the sort of eyes we are supposed to be using as we follow 
God, we see God doing absolutely amazing things through flawed individuals who 
we call saints.  Great, cosmic purposes are being worked out through flawed 
people like you and me.  God is using each one of us to bear witness to a world 
that doesn't know who God is or what God is like.  Through highly flawed people, 
God is transforming the world.  
 
See the saints in the book of Revelation parading around the throne of the lamb, 
waving their palm branches in triumph. They’ve passed through great tribulations 
but remained faithful to the God who was faithful to them. See the saints, all of 
them? We’re here this morning, telling this story, listening to this scripture, 
learning how to sing these ancient hymns so that one day we may join the saints 
in singing this song forever. 
 
As the old spiritual puts it, “Lord, I want to be in the number, when the saints go 
marching in.” 
 
This Sunday let’s do something radical and countercultural. Let’s remember the 
saints. Let’s give thanks to God for the gifts we received from the saints.  Let’s 
also remember that God continues to work in us, through us, and often, in spite 
of us to bring about a new heaven and a new earth.  Through the saints.  Through 
our loved ones we remember today.  Through you.  Through me.  Thanks be to 
God.  Amen. 
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