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Hebrews 12: 1-3 
12 Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off 
everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the 
race marked out for us, 2 fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy 
set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the 
throne of God. 3 Consider him who endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will not 
grow weary and lose heart. 
  
 
Red, blue, green, and yellow kites wrap around the clouds, whispering to the spirits high in the 
sky as they fly above the crowds and guard the gravestones. In Guatemala, as in Mexico, 
people celebrate All Saints’ Day in different ways. Some travel to cemeteries to honor the dead, 
they repaint family tombs, adorn them with yellow flowers and even have picnics by the graves 
of those who have gone before them, but all throughout Latin American there is another unique 
tradition of flying kites high above the earth to honor the saints who now live in the wind of the 
Spirit in God’s Kingdom. 
 
When I was in Guatemala several years ago in October, it was amazing to see kite after kite in 
the air and I later realized that many of the children and adults were preparing their homemade 
kites for All Saints Day that was coming up. Many of the kites made are 45 feet across 
dominating the sky. These kites take months to dream up and create. And while there are prizes 
for the best ones, the tradition comes from the belief that the kites reach up to the souls of loved 
ones carrying messages of love from the living. 
 
All around the world Christians celebrate and remember the great cloud of witnesses, those who 
have lived and died in the faith of Jesus Christ. In the Philippines Christians have festivals in 
cemeteries with prayer, music, food, family, and even camping. They light up the cemetery with 
candles. In Sweden, families gather at the graves of loved ones and light candles in their 
memory, which is common throughout Europe. Around the world, Christians gather on 
November 1st or the Sunday closest, to remember, to give thanks, and to celebrate the saints 
who have gone before us in the last year and beyond. Some of us gather with fresh grief on our 
hearts, while for others, as we remember, we might have that wound opened once more that 
needs healing, but I pray that as we remember and as we give thanks we will find a new sense 
of healing in our lives. 
 
The Austrian monk, Brother David Steindl-Rast, wrote a beautiful poem that reads, “Open your 
eyes. Look at the faces of people whom you meet. Each one has an incredible story behind 
their face, a story that you could never fully fathom, not only their own story, but the story of their 
ancestors. We all go back so far. And in this present moment on this day, all the people you 
meet, all that life from generations and from so many places all over the world, flows together 
and meets you here like a life-giving water, if you only open your heart and drink.” 
 



In this present moment, on this day, all of life from generations flow together and meets you like-
giving water. Beautiful words! Today we remember and as we name the members of this vast 
Christian family beyond time and space; we intentionally proclaim that in Christ our love never 
ends. The love that we have shared with the saints, in Christ and through Christ, never ends. 
When that love is there, it always remains, it never leaves, and it will always give us a connection 
to those who have lived and died in Christ. There is a passage in Song of Solomon that speaks to 
this love. Eugene Peterson, who recently died in the faith of Jesus and I know is remembered 
today, wrote in The Message Bible “Love is invincible facing danger and death. The fire of love 
stops at nothing – it sweeps everything before it.” This verse speaks to the power of love. 
 
Today we reclaim that love by speaking the names of the saints once more, but it’s not just 
names that we remember, but the love they shared, their spark of life, their charisma, and their 
legacies in what they left us. The “great cloud of witnesses” we remember today left us with a 
foundation in love that stays with us to this day. I love the reference to the saints or witnesses in 
the letter to the Hebrews. This letter is often attributed to Paul, but we are not sure who exactly 
wrote this letter. The unknown author is writing to discourage ancient Jews from leaving the faith, 
as his audience is a people with a Jewish background, yet who clearly shares a Christian 
commitment with the author. He is writing to discourage them to leave the faith and by the 12th 
chapter, the author gets personal. 
 
He reminds them you are “surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses.” We know from this 
single verse three key points. We on earth, the church here and now; are surrounded, we are not 
alone; by a great cloud of witnesses, those who have lived and died in the faith, those we can 
call saints. This image of a cloud is brilliant. A cloud holds a limitless amount of water droplets, so 
using this image of a cloud reminds us of the countless number of saints who we are constantly 
surrounded by. Plus I always think it’s a beautiful image that keeps me looking up, toward the 
sky, just like those kites used in Guatemala. When we look toward the clouds, the great 
unknown, we can be reminded that we are not alone. Those clouds are always drawing me to 
the heavens, to something beyond myself, they are always present. 
 
For each of us, we have a faith that has been passed on to us by parents, grandparents, family 
members, teachers, pastors, and so many others, who took the time to pass on the faith of our 
ancestors. Today and in this season, as we enter November and the season of Thanksgiving, we 
are invited to give thanks. Our remembrance of them and the gratitude we feel draws us into 
prayer. We offer to God all we feel, our grief, our love, our questions, our hurt, our anger, and our 
joy. During this season of gratitude, may we pray in thanksgiving for all things, for everything, for 
our saints, for even this very day, because they are all gifts of God. There’s no greater gift that 
we can give our dearly departed saints than to remember, maybe even shed a tear of thanks, 
and offer those emotions to God in prayer. 
 
Henri Nouwen wrote, “Gratitude in its deepest sense means to live life as a gift to be received 
thankfully. And true gratitude embraces all of life: the good and the bad, the joyful and the 
painful, the holy and not-so-holy. We do this because we become aware of God’s life, God’s 
presence in the middle of all that happens. Grateful people learn to celebrate even amid life’s 
hard and harrowing memories.” 
 



True gratitude embraces all of life. It’s like Paul’s words to the Thessalonians, “Rejoice always, 
pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for 
you.” Perhaps the challenge for us today is to not just remember and reclaim the “great cloud of 
witnesses,” but to remember the rest of this letter to the Hebrews. Since we are not alone, due to 
this powerful witness of the great cloud of saints, “let us throw of everything that hinders and the 
sin that so easily entangles and run with perseverance the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes 
on Jesus.” 
 
The author of Hebrews is trying to remind that congregation and ours that we move forward in 
faith, claiming the faith of our fathers and mothers, becoming saints today, here and now. And 
we do so by following the way of Jesus more closely, in joy, praying always, and giving thanks in 
all circumstances. Edward Hays, who was an author and storyteller, sums up this challenge for 
me, “The challenge of the saints of the twenty-first century is to begin again to comprehend the 
sacred in the ten thousand things of our world; to reverence what we have come to view as 
ordinary and devoid of spirit.” 
 
All of life is sacred, extraordinary, and is a gift of God. Perhaps the greatest gift we can offer the 
saints in our lives is being grateful for the moments we had with them, but also for the present 
moment, for every single day and recognizing all of life as sacred. 
 
I forgot to share the title of the poem I used earlier by Brother David. Its title is “A Grateful Day.” 
Now that I mention it, let me just share the beginning of this poem with you. “You think this is just 
another day in your life? It’s not just another day; it’s the one day that is given to you…today. 
It’s given to you. It’s a gift. It’s the only gift that you have right now, and the one appropriate 
response is gratefulness. If you do nothing else but to cultivate that response to the great gift 
that this unique day is, if you learn to respond as if it were the first day of your life, and the very 
last day, then you will have spent this day very well.” 
 
For all the saints, we remember. May we not just remember, but may we respond with 
gratefulness, and may all our days be grateful days. Amen. 
 


