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The Celestial Vibration
A All Saints--Matt 5:1-12


	Here's the bad news on this All Saints Sunday.  The saints aren't necessarily all they're cracked up to be.  Especially for us Lutherpalians.  I mean, you know, we're not like the Catholics--we'll let almost anyone in.  Truly.  We don't celebrate All Saints Day as a day to honor every dead person who's ever been through the rigorous (if occasionally rigged) Roman process of being canonized.  We open the gates wide.  All Saints Day is for the canonized and everybody else.  In flood all the ordinary dead, the hoi polloi, anyone who ever darkened the doorway of a house of worship, or who even had a spiritual thought darken the doorway of his or her mind.  In they come, pushing and wheedling, selfish, rude, cantankerous, and broken--in they come to the gloriously lit banquet hall of wherever God takes us after we kick off this old pile of bones.  
	And you know what that means?  That means that the saints include people we have loved and hated and been thankful for and annoyed by and driven to distraction over.  Addicts and manipulators.  Parents and ex-es.  People who have refused to honor our coupons.  People who have cut us off in traffic.  People who have loved and abused us in equal measure.  There's no doubt about it, the standards for sainthood are slipping.
	And what are we supposed to do with these ordinary dead people anyway?  What are we supposed to learn from them, these alcoholic uncles and petty, IRS bureaucrats?  If anyone can be a saint, what the heck is there to look up to and model ourselves after?  We may even feel a profound ambivalence toward some of those who have died, who were only in our lives because God put them there and who took precious few opportunities to do us any favors while they were.  I know.  I know that death does not erase all the struggles we had with them, all the pain they may have caused us.  I'm not here to convince you otherwise.  I only want to say what I believe All Saints Sunday invites us to do with our ordinary dead: look deeply, take what you can from them, let the rest go.
	I'm reminded of this essay I used to teach in my college composition classes.  It was a memoir by Itabari Njeri called "Life with Father,"[endnoteRef:1] remembering her brilliantly learned and abusively alcoholic African American father.  A philosophy professor, historian, writer, and teacher, he "felt himself to be an intellectual giant boxed in by mental midgets" who, as a black man of letters in the fifties and sixties, "was never acknowledged by the dominant culture whose recognition he sought."  She recalls how she grew up hating her father, how he beat her with a belt and assaulted her mother, and how she wouldn't even initiate a conversation with him if she could help it.  But she also recounts other memories--the time he affirmed her line of argument against a classmate's racism, the time she caught him in a good mood, singing and dancing in the kitchen, after which he asked her to sing for him the old Henry Mancini hit "Moon River."  She writes:  [1:  All quotes from Itabari Njeri, "Life with Father," Motives for Writing, Robert Miller and Suzanne Webb, editors (Mountain View, CA: Mayfield, 1995) pgs 69-73.] 

He sat on the edge of his bed with the lyrics in his hand as I sang.  When I finished the phrase "We're after the same rainbow's end, waitin' round the bend, my huckleberry friend," my daddy looked at me and said what others would tell me years later but with far less poetry: "My girl, you have the celestial vibration."  And then he asked me to sing it again and told me it was "wonderful."  Then I left him.

	Njeri's father is by now a saint in the sense in which we have been defining the word.  Not a person renowned for his purity and kindness, but one who struggled with epic personal and cultural demons, one who did unforgivable things and yet still had gifts to give in his way.  In her essay, Njeri bravely models what All Saints Day invites us to do: she soldiers back into the past to recover what she can.  She does the courageous work of looking deeply, taking what she can from him, and letting the rest go.  That is all that the saints, the ones we knew and loved and wrestled with in life, want from us, just as one day it will be all that we want from the people whose lives have been touched by our own as they gather in their turn to remember us.
	Amen.
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