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Krehl Stringer serves as chaplain at PioneerCare Retirement Community in Fergus Falls, MN.  Ordained in the ELCA in 2006, Pastor Krehl has served parishes in lower Michigan and northern Minnesota, and been involved with two synodical green teams. He enjoys numerous outdoor activities, holds memberships with the Nature Conservancy, Arbor Day Foundation, and Citizens’ Climate Lobby, and promotes inclusion of a Season of Creation in the church year.

November 7, 2021 - 
All Saints Sunday, B (Gospel Theme:  The Communion of Saints)
[bookmark: OLE_LINK38]Lections:  Isaiah 25:6-9 [10a] or Wisdom 3:1-9; Psalm 24; Revelation 21:1-6a; and John 
11:32-44, but also consider Genesis 8:20-22 and 9:12-17; Psalm 145:5-21; Psalm 148;	 
Ephesians 4:1-6; and Mark 16:14-15, 19-20.

Some Options for Prayer of the Day:
Almighty God, you have knit your people [or, knit every living thing; or, knit all things] together in one communion in the mystical body of your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.  Grant us grace to follow your blessed saints in lives of faith and commitment, and to know the inexpressible joys you have prepared for those who love you [or, inexpressible joys of a new heaven and new earth], through Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.  Amen.

God, our Creator, who has intricately and beautifully interwoven all things into the immense tapestry of creation, give us eyes to behold its beauty, give us sensitivity to its intricate design and overall patterns. Where rips and tears and overuse have marred its integrity, give us wisdom and courage to mend and to restore the fabric of your creation as you have created and called us so to do.  We pray in the name of Christ who reconciles and renews all things in creation. Amen

Sovereign of the universe, your first covenant of mercy was with every living creature. When your beloved Son came among us, the waters of the river welcomed him, the heavens opened to greet his arrival, the animals of the wilderness drew near as his companions. With all the world’s people, may we who are washed into new life through baptism seek the way of your new creation, the way of justice and care, mercy and peace; through Jesus Christ, our Saviour and Lord. Amen.  (ELW p. 81)			
				
Some Options for	Hymn of the Day:
“Come, Join the Dance of Trinity”  (ELW #412)
	“Waterlife”  (ELW #457)
“God, Who Stretched the Spangled Heavens”  (ELW #771)
	“Praise to the Lord, the Almighty”  (ELW #858)
	“We Are Called”  (ELW #720) (with modified text, see addendum below)
“Joyful, Joyful We Adore Thee”  (ELW #836)
	“Before the Waters Nourished Earth”  (ACS #1049)
	“To Christ Belong, in Christ Behold”  (ACS #958)
	“The Play of the Godhead”  (ACS #946) 

The liturgical and theological territory covered from Reformation Sunday (or alternatively “The Greatest Commandment”) through All Saints Sunday, Signs of Apocalypse, and Christ the King is broad.  And as many of us know, this territory has traditionally been dominated by narrower anthropological rather than ecological concerns. This presents some considerable opportunities for the church today--a church that must reform to broaden its understandings of “neighbor” and “saint” to include all of creation; a church that must testify boldly to the increasingly apparent apocalyptic signs befalling the planet, and yet offer a still credible witness to the sovereignty and faithfulness of God.  One can trace a “narrative arc” or “eschatological trajectory” created by these final moments of the church year that can help those with eyes to see and ears to hear find their place within the emerging eco-reformation to which God is calling the churches to engage for our time.  A similar narrative arc exists within the Season of Creation (typically 4-6 weeks at the beginning of autumn) that for all of its three lectionary cycles culminates in World Communion Sunday.  For purposes of this “Green Blades Rising” commentary, therefore, I would like to suggest that this theme of “world communion” offers one of the best starting points for reimagining what the Christian church has hoped for and put its trust in when it confesses belief in “the holy catholic church,” “the communion of saints,” “the resurrection of the body,” and “the life everlasting.”  So, let’s dig in!

+          +          +

To furrow one’s brow and begin to plough the theological field of “the communion of saints” (a plot for tending and keeping that noetic plot in God’s garden we tend not to keep so well in our haste to get past the creed and move on from worship in our harried lives) is to discover ground that is fertile for new growth in faith.  And is not this the perennial challenge:  to curtail human inclinations to subdue and master everything (be it time, nature, culture, and even theology) long enough to reckon with being but one of myriad beloved creatures of God--long enough, that is, to reimagine by the primordial flood God’s downpouring of love instead of wrath, inundating the earth with blessing instead of curse, promoting life instead of death, allowing that living water to sink into rather than run off hardened hearts and degraded minds. It is part of our earthkeeping purpose to ensure that no biblical account of God’s generative work (Genesis 1, Genesis 2, Job 38-41, Wisdom 11, 2Esdras 6, or Psalms 8 and 104) stands alone without remembering and bending into it that everlasting rainbow of God’s first and most far-reaching covenant “between God and every living creature.” (Gen. 9:16) Likewise, from the Newer Testament’s perspective, it is part of our gospel-centered responsibility to ensure that no entrenched or emergent theology ever stands in isolation from nor in contradiction to the promise of God’s unfailing love for the world in Jesus Christ. (Jn. 3:16-17 and Rom. 8:39). God’s love makes all things new; God’s love changes everything!  (2Cor. 5:17 and Rev. 21:5)

Accordingly, our human distinction among all God’s creatures (created as we are “in the image of God” (Gen. 1:27)) cannot be primarily or essentially about subduing but loving all creatures as God originally loved them into existence and continues to love them into a community of right relations (i.e., into “a communion of saints”). Deep in our bones, in our blood memory, this raison d’etre of humanity remains: to serve and preserve (viz., the best rendering of the Hebrew “to till” and “keep” at Gen. 2:15) the ecological vitality (i.e., the essential “goodness”) of all things, which reason-for-being the Creator also deemed to be “very good.”  Those who aver to Martin Luther King, Jr.’s sainted vision of the “beloved community” can appreciate how his dream ought to include everything with the breath of life, and that while the arc of the moral universe may bend toward justice, its eschatological promise must arc over all of creation.

All of this follows from the promise God spoke to Noah, an “everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.” (Gen. 9:16). God has never stopped honoring that covenant of love such that we, along with the psalmist, can confidently declare, “The eyes of all look to you, and you give them their food in due season. You open your hand, satisfying the desire of every living thing.” (Ps. 145:15-16)  As we plough the theological field of “the communion of saints,” therefore, we find beneath the humus of rightly ordered (saintly) human relations a colorful substratum of interconnections with all things, layers upon layers of rock-solid ever-lasting promises (geologically settled, as it were) that can both humble human pretensions to glory and deepen humanity’s trust that indeed, “The LORD is good to all, and his compassion is over [i.e., sacramentally in, with, and under] all that he has made.” (Ps. 145:9)  Deep in our bones, in our blood memory, this truth lies within us but latent, hidden as it were in the fallow ground of our subconscious being, impatient to emerge--while “creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God.” (Rom. 8:19)

Occasionally, though, we also feel in our gut the truth of that Ojibwe prayer:  “Grandfather, look at our brokenness. We know that in all creation only the human family has strayed from the Sacred Way. We know that we are the ones who are divided, and we are the ones who must come back together to walk in the Sacred Way.”  This “sacred way” (God knows we know!) is the way of salvation, of healing broken relationships—healing relationships between all people, of course, but also healing those strained and broken relations between people and all the rest of creation.  So God became a part of earth, a human being called Jesus Christ, who came to walk the sacred way of salvation for a fallen humanity, to incarnate God’s love for all creatures, to allow not even death to separate what God always desired to be united (a way of living out the “sacred way” that Paul described in 2Corinthians as a “ministry of reconciliation…in Christ God…reconciling the world to himself…and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.”  (2Cor. 5:18b-19)) So it is, as beings “for whom Christ [also] died” (Rom. 14:15) that God the great Redeemer has implicated us in “a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.” (Eph. 1:10). Understanding Christ as the “first fruits of those who have died” (1Cor. 15:23), we dare to plough other fields of theological inquiry such as “the resurrection of the body” and “the life everlasting”- to discover the sacred way stretching out before us and ourselves being prepared to embody “the first fruits for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and through belief in the truth.”  (2Ths. 2:13)

Given, therefore, that we are created in God the Father’s image for loving all people and all of creation (our Imago Catholicus)…given further in baptism that we are recreated in God the Son’s incarnate image for reconciling and renewing all things in love (our Imago Humilitas)… God’s desire for world communion is not only implanted deep in our bones, coursing through our veins, latent in mind, it is a telos “in the flesh” but inchoate, an as-yet unrealized potential in our being.  Accordingly, in the triune economy of God’s love, “the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.” (Rom. 8:26b). The Son did not envision reconciliation as a solitary endeavor for his disciples, no more than the Father intended humanity to “go it alone” in the task of loving all that God had made.  Jesus promised to send an Advocate/Counselor (Jn. 14:26) to guide believers into the truth, to create an eco-faith network of courageous hearts and enlightened minds (a holy catholic church), to equip the saints with gifts for advancing the Missio Dei of world communion.  Conveyed sacramentally through ordinary means (i.e., through means of water, bread, wine, and bodies--elements in iconic solidarity with all of creation), the Holy Spirit’s image moves us to action--inspiring us with life, breath, energy, uniting us in mission and vision (our Imago Communia). By Christ’s Spirit, we are ushered into a host of symbiotic relations that immerses all that is human into a this-worldly (ecological) “communion of saints.”  

Paul’s correspondence with his factious Corinthian congregation (far as they were from any semblance of a “communion of saints,” let alone “world communion”) culminates in his eluci-dating the “more excellent way” of love (a different articulation of the “sacred way” put forth in 1Cor. 13+).  It was God’s loving imagination that brought all things into being.  And it’s an act of love that continues to create and sustain the universe--from the tiniest quarks and bosons to the greatest nebulas and galaxies. It is God’s creative love that sanctifies all things; faith claims this, depends on this, responds to this in worship. In the most poetic, effusive language he could muster, Paul declared that the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord never fails to bear all things, believe all things, hope all things, endure all things because (as the Spirit firmly convinces us, as well) “Love never ends.” (1Cor. 13:8)  Or better yet…because we know that nothing in all creation is “able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Rom 8:39)  

Created as we are in our heavenly Father’s image, God calls us to love all people and all of creation as God does. Created as we are in Jesus’ incarnate image, God calls us to embody the care & redemption of all that God has made. Created as we are in the Spirit’s image, God calls us to serve and preserve the wellbeing of this garden planet--a holy, sacred place in the universe that is our home. Amazing what an abundant harvest can come from ploughing and cultivating the theological field of “the communion of saints!” Today, our triune God is calling the church to an eco-reformation of faith and to engage the great work of world communion.  Yet it falls to each of us sinner-sainted humans to answer God’s call for ourselves, to live humbly into our triune God’s loving image, to become most fully whom God has lovingly created, redeemed, and empowered us to be in loving communion with all things.  Lord, grant us wisdom, grant us courage, for the facing of this hour, for the living of these days, lest we miss your kingdom’s goal, serving you whom we adore.  (“God of Grace and God of Glory” (ELW 705)).

Addendum
One last note of encouragement:  It should go without saying that matters of creation justice and creation care should not be confined to a single season of the church year nor to a smattering of dedicated Sundays throughout the year, but in every season and on every Sunday.  To the extent that God’s love binds all things together in world communion, the call to lift up creation justice and creation care is always germane. Having lived for some time into the freedom that a Season of Creation affords for “getting creative” with familiar forms of liturgy and prayer, I guess it has taken me this long to allow that creative freedom to spill over into all that I preach, teach and advocate as a pastor.  So I thought I would share some of the adaptations I have felt moved to make lately so that you also might consider making such changes in your contexts for worship.

Confession and Forgiveness:  Most merciful God, we confess that we are captive to sin and cannot free ourselves.  We have sinned against you in thought, word, and deed, by what we have done and by what we have left undone.  We have not love you with our whole heart; we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves[, nor cherished the earth as a sacred trust and home to share with our kin].  For the sake of your Son, Jesus Christ, have mercy on us.  Forgive us, renew us, and lead us, so that we may delight in your will and walk in your ways, to the glory of your holy name.  Amen.

In Prayers of the Day or Prayers of Intercession:  whenever appropriate to broaden the scope of God’s grace/reign, feel free to replace narrower categories (e.g., “people” or “things”) with “all people and all of creation.”  For example, the Prayer of the Day for Time after Pentecost-Lectionary 29:  “Sovereign God, you turn your greatness into goodness for all the peoples on earth for all people and all of creation.  Shape us into willing servants of your kingdom, and make us desire always and only your will, through Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord.  Amen.”

Eucharistic Prayer:  Holy, mighty, and merciful Lord, heaven and earth are full of your glory.  In great love you sent to us Jesus, your Son, who reached out to heal the sick and suffering, who preached good news to the poor who walked in the way of insight proclaiming good news to the whole creation, and who, on the cross, opened his arms to all.  

Post-Communion Prayer:  We give you thanks, almighty God, that you have refreshed us through the healing power of this gift of life.  And we pray that in your mercy, you would strengthen us through this gift, in faith toward you, and in fervent love toward one another all of creation; for the sake of Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.

Hymns:  Look for opportunities to broaden the scope of God’s love and reign beyond human affairs by “tweaking” the lyrics just a bit.  For example, in the refrain for “We Are Called” (ELW 720), alert the congregation to this change:  “We are called to act with justice, we are called to love tenderly, we are called to serve one another all creation, to walk humbly with God.”  In other instances, consider writing your own lyrics to a familiar hymn tune.  For example, on “Mountain Sunday,” I composed new lyrics to “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (ELW 290) like this:  “Before the void and silence, the Wisdom of the Word, Gave voice to good creation, its harmony and verve…Refrain, Go tell it on the mountain, over the hills and ev’rywhere, Go tell it on the mountain, that Christ the Lord was there!” (I composed six verses)  On “World Communion” Sunday, I composed “Plant and Planet, Sky and Earth” to the hymn tune of “Dearest Jesus, At Your Word” (ELW 520) 
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