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There have been so many changes and adjustments that it may be difficult to remember that one 

of the first major indications of the seriousness of covid-19 was the cancellation of college 

basketball tournaments.  Most conferences were just preparing for their tournaments when the 

pandemic struck.  Basketball, hockey and baseball games were all postponed.  It wasn’t until 

later this summer than these events began to return.   

 

But the sports were returned in very different ways.  Teams were quarantined together to limit 

outside exposure.  Players and coaches were tested frequently to catch early signs of the virus.  

And in many cases, sports were conducted in empty stadiums and arenas.  In some instances, 

fans were able to attend in limited numbers, creating large arenas with huge gaps of empty seats. 

 

When televising these games, media resorted to animated crowds.  With the help of animation 

companies, the games had the appearance of fans cheering in the background.  The animation 

was set up so that the fans would respond to real life events.  They could give high fives during a 

home run or even simulate doing the wave.  If the weather was cooler, the animated fans would 

wear jackets and if the game became a blowout, fans would begin to leave.   

 

In some events, fans were able to submit a photo with the possibility that they might see 

themselves in the crowd as if they were really in attendance.  Imagine watching a Lakers game 

and seeing yourself sitting beside Jack Nicholson or a World Series game and see yourself right 

behind home plate!   

 

Perhaps you have seen that a few churches have done this as well.  I saw a photo of a Catholic 

church in which the priest had cut outs of the congregation and had placed them in their familiar 

pews.  Although the room was empty, it looked like everyone was there, in their usual pews. 

 

One might view these events as adapting to our times.  But I think of it differently.  I think 

technology is only pointing out what we have always known.  In any place, there are many 

spirits who are present there.  I find myself sometimes preaching at the 10 a.m. livestream 

service looking around the room and remembering where people sit.  Even in the loneliness of an 

empty room, I cannot help but imagine that you are here. 

 

I like how Greg Ellison puts it in his book, “Fear+Less Dialogues.”  He writes lovingly of his 

now-deceased grandmother and the many things she taught him and how those lessons remain 

with him.  He can still hear her voice reminding him to remember his blood pressure and go light 



on the salt.  He writes that on some Sunday mornings he will be sitting in church and an old 

hymn will begin to play.  “Before I can catch myself, my eyes close and I’m rocking back and 

forth, taken by the tune.  A tear falls and I recognize my grandmother ‘sitting with me.’  I wish I 

could open my eyes, and just one more time ask her for a peppermint tucked away in a ziploc 

bag at the bottom of her purse.” 

 

All Saints Sunday is not just about reminding us what we have lost.  It is about reminding us 

what remains.  It is about giving thanks for what lives on. All Saints Sunday is an invitation to 

look closely and to realize that what we thought was an emptiness and aloneness is actually filled 

with love and goodness.  Although our loved ones may no longer be physically present, with the 

eyes of faith, we come to realize that they are always near in our hearts.   

 

This morning we read seventeen names of members of our church who died in the last year.  And 

each of us added other names that we are remembering as well.  Their spirits live on through 

each of us.  They are much more than names, they are spouses, parents, grandparents, children, 

friends, teachers.  They are people who shaped our lives, our church, our community and helped 

us become the people that we are today.  They were not perfect, but sometimes even in their 

imperfection they taught us important lessons about humility, forgiveness, courage, 

perseverance.  All Saints Sunday is about looking into that empty room and realizing that we are 

not alone. 

 

I remember visiting Maurice following his father’s funeral.  Like his father, Maurice was a 

farmer and their family had worked that land for many generations.  We sat in the front room, a 

place where Maurice had grown up as a child and now called his home.  One day, like his father, 

he would move to the little house across the yard and his children would live in the big house.  

We sat in the old, high back chairs continuing to tell stories and reflect upon his father’s life.  

There were moments that brought laughter and moments that brough prolonged silences.  When 

the coffee and teacups had been emptied, we had a prayer together and walked to the front porch.  

From that porch, we were surrounded by the land his family had farmed for generations.  We 

paused there looking around and Maurice shared one last comment.  He said, “My father taught 

me to love this land.”   

 

He had learned to love…the land, the work, the people from his father.  We are here today 

remembering the stories of love, the wisdom that was shared, the quiet acts or gentle sayings of 

our loved ones that taught us what it means to be loving, kind, caring.  Though they are no longer 

physically here, their teachings live on within our lives. 

 

Related to Maurice’s story, I remember Marge who spent many hours volunteering at a soup 

kitchen.  She was there so frequently, many of the guests started calling her Mom.  And she was 

like a mom to many of them.  She would often slip away from whatever task she was doing to 

mingle with the people being served.  She would sit down beside folks while they ate and check 

to see how they were doing.  She noticed when folks had been away for a while and welcomed 

them back.   

 

Once while we were washing and drying dishes after a meal I complimented her on her service 

and told her how much it meant to the guests and to all of us.  She proceeded to tell me a story 



about her childhood.  Her father left when she was young.  Her mother worked hard to raise three 

kids alone.  Occasionally, the members of their church would stop by with a casserole dish, an 

extra pie they had made or at Christmas would bring gifts like socks, hats or gloves.  It was 

nothing extravagant, but the kindness was deeply appreciated.  Once after a member had dropped 

off some food for the family, she saw her mother turn from the door with tears in her eyes.  

Marge asked if her mother was ok.  Her mom replied that she was fine that these were happy 

tears.  Marge remembered that moment and wanted to be the source of happy tears in other 

people’s lives.  That was why she volunteered.  That was why she was so generous with her 

time.  From that childhood experience, she had witnessed the power of love in action and 

dedicated her life to showing that love to the people around her. 

 

Who are those people for you?  Who are the saints that inspire you, who bring out the best in 

you, who invite you to live courageously and faithfully?  All Saints Day is an opportunity to 

reflect upon their examples and to dedicate ourselves to continuing that legacy.  The brief 

reading from John’s epistle speaks of that guiding love that we have received.  Although not a 

part of today’s reading, John will write that we can love because God first loved us.  That divine 

example of love guides how we relate to one another.  God has given us the model of that love 

both in God’s own actions, and in the life and example of Jesus.  That love guides our activities. 

 

In the portion of John’s epistle that we read this morning, he writes about what God has given us.  

This holy gift of love has been bestowed upon us all.  No matter what is going on in the world 

around us, we can wake up each day with the confidence that we are beloved children of God 

and that we are loved.  And from that position of love and belonging, we can reach out to share 

that love with all whom we meet. 

 

I recently came across a phrase attributed to Krista Tippett, the host of the podcast “On Being.”  

She used the phrase “the politics of love.”  That really spoke to me in light of some harsh 

comments I received from a friend.  He argued that we should expect that politics will be guided 

only by self-interest and that he was ok with this.  Politicians do not hasten to do what is just or 

right, only to do what is in their own self-interest.  Given some of the nasty things that have 

transpired of late, I know that this is true regardless of political party.  But I live with the hope 

for something more.  That phrase, the politics of love, captures the spirit of loving kindness that 

should guide all of our collective lives.  In an election cycle, it is my hope that we might move 

away from the politics of self-expediency and toward a politics of love.  It would mean taking 

seriously those words from 1John that we are all beloved children of God.  There are no 

exceptions to that.  And because of that, we should treat one another with the golden rule as 

Jesus taught, to love our neighbor as ourselves.  For those who would say that this is not 

possible, we have John’s words to inspire us reminding us that we can love because God first 

loved us.  It is possible. 

 

So, on this All Saints Sunday, we remember.  We remember the lives of those we have named 

and countless others who continue to live in our hearts.  We remember their love which calls 

forth that same example within us.  We remember their kindness that shaped our lives and our 

communities in meaningful ways.  And we continue that legacy through our actions.  Like a 

stadium that appears to be empty, we see their faces all around us, we hear their voices, we sense 

their presence.  Our faithful lives are our most sincere form of gratitude. 


