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Sermon, St. David’s, Feast of All Saints, 11/1/2020, Revelation 7:9-17 (Elizabeth Felicetti) 

We don’t read a lot of Revelation in church on Sundays, and for the most part, honestly: I’m glad 

about that. It’s a wild, confusing, fantastical book, and scholars still struggle to puzzle out what it 

means. 

Today’s section is one of the few messages of hope among a book full of violence and ruination, 

and it is a beautiful reading: one often chosen for funerals. The opening and closing make it 

especially relevant for the Feast of All Saints, which we celebrate today, with its opening of “a 

great multitude no one could count.” When we celebrate All Saints Day we are celebrating that 

great cloud of witnesses, so many we cannot count them: not only capital-S saints like St. Francis 

and St. Mary Magdalene, but also current saints, like the many baptized saints in this very 

church.  

We also tend to fold the Feast of All Souls into our All Saints observance as well, remembering 

our loved ones who have died, another reason why today’s Revelation reading is so appropriate, 

with that last line of God wiping away every tear from their eyes. When my mom died four years 

ago, she released a single tear at the end. Now scientifically it may have been a reaction of her 

body, but I immediately pictured it as a tear that God would wipe away, and the image gave me 

such comfort. I hope this reading from a wild book gives you some comfort too. 

I wrote an essay for a preaching commentary about this very passage. I wrote it about a year and 

a half ago and discussed the distanced view of death some of us subscribe to. Last night was 

Halloween, for example, and most of the ghosts and skeletons and jack-o-lanterns we see this 

time of year are fictional or anonymous, not based on people we loved. 

Contrast that with the way the Day of the Dead is celebrated in Mexico. The Day of the Dead is 

another name for All Souls’ Day, November second. This day seeks to honor specific people 

who died. Altars are set up with foods deceased loved ones enjoyed. Decorative skeletons or 

skulls are decorated to resemble those loved ones. 

When I wrote the essay a year and a half ago, when I thought about our cultural discomfort with 

death, I thought about the death of loved ones. The way we say someone passed away, when 

actually, they died. The word “die” frightens us. But when I wrote about a mature theological 

understanding of death in my All Saints essay about this reading, I didn’t have such an 

understanding of my own death. I didn’t realize that until I was diagnosed with cancer. Then I 

took on contemplating death for Lent, but after being diagnosed with lung cancer as well, I 

realized I still didn’t have a so-called mature understanding of death. Coming to terms with our 

own death is exceedingly difficult, but it’s an important spiritual practice.  

Some saints are reported to have kept skulls on their desk to remember their death. This past 

year, I bought a rosary that has little mini skulls—not real skulls, of course—as the rosary beads. 

Because we are in a pandemic and I have not been shopping in person for almost eight months, I 

of course bought this rosary online; and some of the comments about the rosary by other 

shoppers were that having skulls on a rosary was offensive or inappropriate. I can’t help but 

think of that whenever I handle that rosary, which honestly, I don’t do often. Because it is hard to 
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think about death during a pandemic, when today our list of names of people who have died in 

the past year is the longest one we’ve had in ten years, and several of the people on our list died 

from COVID. 

It’s hard to think about death whenever we or our loved ones have a close brush with death. If 

my lung cancer had been diagnosed just a little later, or if my biopsy had been delayed because 

of the pandemic, then I almost certainly would not be back at work now, celebrating All Saints 

Day with you, the saints of St. David’s, in person.  

I’m grateful that some of us are able to worship in person, but it’s strange to celebrate All Saints 

without the touch of water and skin that happen during baptisms on this feast day. So strange not 

to handle candles nor blow them out between services so that the next group can light them; 

strange not to have a procession of pledge cards. I am struggling a bit with the image of a bunch 

of saints pressed together during this time when we have to stay far apart and wear masks. 

Strange not to sing those songs we only get once a year, like “For All the Saints” and “I Sing a 

Song of the Saints of God.” 

Of course, some of you might be thinking that the only good thing about the pandemic is that 

you don’t have to sing “I Sing a Song of the Saints of God.” It has not been a great favorite here, 

and I understand this, with lines about a saint being slain by a fierce wild beast or another saint 

being a shepherdess out on the green. These aren’t the kinds of saints we relate to. But the point 

of the song it that saints are everywhere. When there are only a few of us in the room in person, 

we might forget about the saints watching the livestream at home, who still do everything they 

can to participate in our life as a parish during this crazy time. A gift of being sick in 2020 has 

been my awareness of saints: my husband, my neighbors on Falkirk Drive, all of you, the doctors 

and nurses who took care of me, the janitors and food service workers in the hospital.  

 

I remember one in particular, and I’m not sure if she was food or janitorial service, but I only 

saw her once, in the stepdown unit, on Sunday, seven days after I was admitted. She came to get 

my lunch or dinner tray, and she stopped in front of me, hands at her sides, looking me in the 

eye, and asked if I had seen Jesus that day. I had watched the livestream that day, and had been 

blown away by my husband offering the children’s sermon and adult sermon, while Matthew 

White officiated and Jay Phillippi read and ran the stream, and Bonnie and Billy offered music. I 

watched the service through a tablet screen, but I did see Jesus that day, through those saints. 

That’s what we are called to do as saints: to show Jesus to other people. And that’s what we are 

called to seek in other saints: Jesus. 

I told that young woman, who asked me if I had seen Jesus that day, “Yes, I did.” And she said, 

“Praise God.” 


