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I want to begin in a very personal way this morning.  When I was born I was fortunate in many 
ways.  One of those being that when I was born, I had five living great grandparents.  On my 
father’s side there was Paul and Bessie and Ernest and Lucy.  My memory of Paul is minimal.  
He was a farmer and I remember as a young boy walking to the barn with him and him pointing 
to a rabbit in the field.  I remember Bessie even more.  As a child I couldn’t pronounce her name 
and she was thereafter known as the unfortunately nicknamed, “Grandma Messy.”  She would 
save the kids page from the newspaper and I would work the puzzles when I visited. 

Ernest and Lucy lived in a home near the Indiana State Fairgrounds.  Lucy was a petite woman,  
barely 5 feet tall.  She entertained us by removing her false teeth, much to our endless delight.  
Paul was a carpenter who had the biggest, strongest hands and smoked a pipe.  To this day, the 
smell of pipe tobacco brings back the pleasant memories of him. 

On my mother’s side, there was one surviving great grandmother.  Grandma Miley lived in 
Vincennes and we would visit her a couple of times each year.  What I remember most is that she 
had the ugliest and meanest dog in the world that she had named “Cute”.  God help the person 
who got too close to Grandma while Cute was sitting on her lap.  Grandma Miley also had 
chickens in her backyard and when we visited, she would let us go into the coop to gather the 
eggs.   It was quite a treat for city kids. 

Along with countless stories about each of these, I remember attending four of their funerals 
before entering the fourth grade.  My parents always asked me if I wanted to go, but it seemed 
natural to be there.  I even remember the conversation with my Great Grandpa Ernest, who 
following Lucy’s death, as his big hands held a little brochure with pictures of caskets as he 
showed us the one he had picked out for himself when his time came.  It was very matter of fact 
and without fear or sadness. 

I believe that these experiences, the relationships and the funerals and the conversations, added 
up to help me understand from a very young age that death is a natural part of living.  I believe it 
was George Burns who said, “I know no one gets out of this life alive, but I am hoping that God 
will make an exception in my case.” 



For me, I believe that an awareness of our mortality enables us to live life most fully.  We have 
no idea when our time will come and so we must make the most of each day.   
That was the underlying message of that short, but powerful book, “Tuesdays with Morrie.”  For 
those unfamiliar with this book, it tells the story of the college teacher, Morrie, who is dying 
from A.L.S. or Lou Gehrig’s Disease.  He leaves no doubt that his illness is terminal.  He decides 
that dying will be this teacher’s last lesson.  But he isn’t really teaching people how to die.  He is 
teaching us how to live.  He says to his friend Mitch Albom, “The truth is, Mitch, that you have 
to learn how to die before you can learn how to live.” 

That is a hard lesson in a culture that is reticent to talk about death.  So much of our culture is 
geared toward the denial of death.  Elizabeth Kubler Ross, in her autobiography “The Wheel of 
Life” tells of the difficulty many doctors face when one of their patients dies.  They didn’t want 
to talk about it, as if it were some dirty secret.  Kubler Ross noted, however, that in the same 
Chicago hospital she was studying, there was someone who was having an unexplained profound 
impact upon those with terminal illnesses.  It was the cleaning woman.  One day Kubler Ross 
asked her what she was doing with the patients.  The woman became defensive and replied, “I’m 
just cleaning the floors.” 

Kubler Ross continued to watch this woman for weeks until she finally got her to tell her story.  
The woman had a three-year-old son who had become seriously ill.  She was turned away from 
the first hospital.  Carrying her sick son, she walked to the Cook County Hospital, where they 
had to take indigent people.  After three hours in the waiting room, her son died in her arms.  She 
said to Kubler Ross, “You see, death is not a stranger to me.  He is an old, old acquaintance.”  As 
a result, she was not afraid to go into the rooms of those who were dying.  She was not afraid to 
listen to them when they needed to talk.  She was not afraid to hold their hand when they were 
lonely.  She spoke reassuringly to them.  The result was that there was a peacefulness that came 
over them after she had been in the room. 

On All Saints Sunday, we are called to the often difficult and certainly sad need to face mortality.  
We remember those who have gone before us.  Some we have known well and remember their 
lives and the way they touched us.  Others are unknown to us, but their impact may have been 
just as profound.  They were the saints who, throughout history, lived faithfully shaping the 
world in large and small ways.  Though we might not have known them, the world is a better 
place because they were here among us. 

We remember their deeds, their kindness, their faithfulness, their friendship.  We remember 
Janice Ross who, among many things, was remembered for her thoughtful letters and cards that 
lifted the spirits of friends and family.  We remember Edna Pollitt’s sense of humor who in her 
final weeks replied to the question of how she was doing by saying, “I’m old and I’m tired.”  We 
remember Bill Elwood who was a devoted friend to all.  Bill would even strike up friendships 
with telemarketers who called telling them that he wasn’t going to buy anything from them but 
continuing to ask about their lives. 



We remember Craig Owens who could be generous to a fault.  We remember Fritz Kiel who was 
dependable to a fault.  Breakfast was always at 7:30, lunch at noon and dinner at 6 p.m.  That 
dependability meant you could always trust that he would be where he was needed when he 
needed to be there.  We remember Jay Jarrett, who while serving as a volunteer firefighter 
refused to drive recklessly saying, “If we wreck, the house will definitely burn down.”  It 
reminds me that if we don’t take care of ourselves, we cannot expect to take care of others. 

And there was Laura Watts whose family recalled the blessing of the Sunday smell.  Walking 
through the doors after church on Sunday morning the house would be filled with the wonderful 
aromas of the waiting Sunday dinner.  And we remember Bo Newsom, one of those servants 
called a Seagoing Cowboy, who gave his time and efforts to a noble cause following WWII.  His 
actions remind us that Jesus said greatness is found in serving others.  We remember Rosemary 
Fox, whose vocational calling was that of a nurse and she lived that out in caring for all those 
around her.   

Vickie Rutan worked at the thankless job of customer service here in town.  When a customer 
sent her a cassette recording of a defective wheel that squeaked whenever the microwave cart 
was moved, Vickie sent him a cassette tape with the sounds of someone applying WD40 to a 
squeaky wheel.  I fear that such actions today would not be well received, but it worked and the 
man actually expressed his appreciation for her playfulness. 

Pat David, along with his professional work, served this community through his volunteer work 
that impacted all corners of the world.  Among the things we remember about Jack Baker was 
that he was a loving husband and father.  One of his hobbies was flying and he would use his 
plane to fly to wherever his grown children were living to spend time with them. 

Sue Chappell is remembered for her volunteer work, especially at Four Seasons where she gave 
many hours in caring for others.  Millie Viewig was an active member of our church choir and a 
lover of pets.  It was ironic that one of the people who came to her graveside service brought a 
pet which she held throughout the service.  Millie would have been pleased. 

John Sohn was a great business leader whose actions strengthened our community.  And finally 
Marg Essex, who like many of those named today, left lots of wonderful memories for us to 
cherish.  Year after year she would say that they were going to have a smaller Christmas the next 
year, and each year she managed to make it larger.  With all her family gathered together, Marg 
looked upon her home filled with loving family and commented, “Our blessings are many.” 

Indeed, my friends.  Our blessings are many.  And they aren’t limited to those we have named 
here this morning.  We each carry the memories of beloved family members, friends, people who 
have helped shape our lives in meaningful ways.  They have shown us how to live.  Today we 
remember that and give thanks.  While tears are normal on a day like this, it is also a day of 



gratitude.  We give thanks for their lives and the brief opportunity we have to continue their 
legacies. 

To do justice to the brief reading from the book of Hebrews, we would need to read several 
chapters.  The author is indicating all those saints who have shaped our faith.  We can be the 
people we are because there was an Abraham and Sarah, a Moses and Miriam, saints like Peter 
and John, powerful women like Mary the mother of Jesus and Mary Magdalene.  And the 
unnamed people like the woman at the well and the woman who anointed Jesus’ feet and 
whoever baked the bread for communion and whoever unlocked the doors of the church and 
turned on the lights and all the unnamed saints who work quietly to make a difference.  The 
reading reminds us that we have benefited from their faith and service and compassion.  And we 
get the great delight of continuing to build upon that goodness. 

Hoosier singer and songwriter Carrie Newcomer has a beautiful song called “The Gathering of  
Spirits” that includes these lines: 

Let it go my love, my truest. 
Let it sail on silver wings. 
Life’s a twinkling that’s for certain, 
But it’s such a fine thing. 
There’s a gathering of spirits 
There’s a festival of friends 
And we’ll take up where we left off 
When we all meet again. 

I can’t explain it.  I couldn’t if I tried 
How the only things we carry 
Are the things we hold inside 
Like a day in the open, 
Like a love we won’t forget 
Like the laughter that we started 
And it hasn’t died down yet. 

Oh yeah, now didn’t we 
And don’t we make it shine 
Aren’t we standing in the center of 
Something rare and fine 
Some glow like embers 
Or light through colored glass 
Some give it all in one great flame 
Throwing kisses as they pass. 

There’s a gathering of spirits 



There’s a festival of friends 
And we’ll take up where we left off 
When we all meet again. 

Today we are reminded that we are surrounded by a great festival of friends.  They have shaped 
our lives and they live in our hearts. We cherish their memories today and always.  Their 
memories invite us to live kindly, faithfully, compassionately.  Our blessings are many.  Let us be 
a blessing to those around us.


