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Interesting Mistakes
Earlier this week I was reminded of a question a friend used to get asked. 
This was at Judy Thody’s funeral, she had been a teacher and would get asked the question, 
What type of teacher are you? To which her response was ‘a good one’. 
A teacher friend would have this, what do you do? I’m a teacher, the next question would be, and what do you teach? 
She would respond, ‘I teach children’
It wasn’t a sarcastic response, it was the heart of it all, what truly mattered to her were the children. 
No matter what age we are, we’ll all have had the question, when we were young, what do you want to be when you grow up? 
Answers I heard over the years, vet, nurse, oncologist, footballer, singer, icecream van man (because he liked icecream) and pirate. Then with an inward sigh, I’ve heard, famous, rich, beautiful. That makes me a bit sad as maybe it does to you too. 
I’ve never heard anyone say they’d like to be a saint, especially a martyred one. 
We put a lot into our lives to conform and flourish within a success criterion. What that success criteria are for each individual likely has foundation stones laid by our culture, family, or community/national identity. 
Sat in church, as Christians, we look to follow Jesus, and yet by those standards of the day, it didn’t look like he was a big success, he ended up on a cross. And most Sundays, the preacher is tasked to deliver the good news, that generally means Jesus, though it may not explicitly be preaching from the gospels.
All Saints’ is one of the unique moments in the church year when we’re not explicitly preaching about Jesus, the other Sunday in the year is the 3rd Sunday of Advent when the focus is on John the Baptist, the forerunner.  
And we are offered in the lectionary readings, this passage from Revelation. 
Revelation, the last book in the bible is a work of apocalyptic literature. This book was not written to scare people but to comfort them, though that is not the effect that the book on most listener’s today. [footnoteRef:1] I heard a preacher suggest he rarely brought Revelation into his preaching for fear it could manifest bouts of psychosis to his congregation.  [1:  Feasting on the Word Year A vol.4, p.219] 



The author of Revelation rarely mentions Jesus, preferring, as in this passage to use the title, the Lamb, the Lamb is mentioned 2 to 1 to Jesus, though the synonym assumes it is Jesus.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid. p.221] 

This is a theocentric passage rather than a Christocentric one, apt and interesting for All Saints’ when the good news concerns the radical inclusivity of God. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid p.223] 

There is the vision of the great multitude, so many that cannot be counted, from all nations, imagine that, all tribes, all people, all languages, unity, togetherness, relationship, members of the body of Christ. 
In the scriptures, the saints are mentioned, and importantly, it is always in the plural, saints, never just a saint. It is always plural and corporate. 
The saints offer us a glimpse of what we so struggle to see. They show us what holiness looks like. 
This can make us feel so separate to them, their holiness outshining the ordinary grubby poverty of our nature. Nevertheless, in each generation there are women and men who show us holiness in all sorts of different forms, again, that imagery of the body, many parts of the one body. 
The saints belong together, what the creed calls the communion of saints, this great multitude, this company joined by the Spirit, this is what the Spirit does. John V Taylor in his book The Go-Between God describes that the Spirit is the power and presence of God in the spaces between us, drawing us into relationship, members of the body, the language of inclusion.[footnoteRef:4] It is a collective model, the team, the orchestra, the choir.  [4:  David Hoyle, A Year of Grace p.115] 

Nevertheless, though there is the communion of saints, their common calling, there is individuality and expressions of holiness illustrated in myriad forms. Notice too how so many of the saints were people from down the road, folk from around here. They have names such as Hugh of Lincoln, Richard of Chichester, Hilda of Whitby.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Ibid.] 

Like the great multitude in this passage, these are real human people hailing from Whitby, Chichester and Lincoln. They were not the most successful, but they show us, in following Jesus, they became the most Christ-like. 
Today is a good day to review our own success criteria, as individuals and as church. 
What is being measured as success? Or is the question, is our church becoming more Christ-like? Because church is us, all like All Saints, our identity is we, not I. It is corporateness not individualism as our modern-day culture is obsessed with. 
The saints were not perfect people, every saint has a past, and every sinner has a future. These people left their earthly lives, still in the in-between times, Christ has died, Christ is risen, and here, still waiting for…… Christ will come again. They do become for us as stained glass windows, by looking through them, we can see God more clearly. 
Human like us. With mistakes and failures in their lives, a past and a future. 
The American theologian Stanley Hauerwas proposed, the best we can ever hope to do in life is to make quite interesting mistakes. Our honest failures have the possibility of being more interesting and productive than other people’s pedestrian successes and all the sellouts along the way that are involved to get to those successes. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Sam Wells, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OQu2aQEaHyE] 

Think on this, this is liberating, good news. I have been pondering on this, the interesting mistakes, that at the time affected me deeply, it hurt and I carried around a profound sense of shame, my honest mistake beckoned me closer to being with my church family, way back when, being in their corporate huddle, the collective, the team, the body. 
Revelation was written to be good news, to comfort and build up not to stir up fear and psychosis or hijacked by scaremongerers. 
Your life is likely punctuated with some honest mistakes and maybe you have some failures you’d rather not remember. 
But like the saints, their earthly work done, yet still God’s work is not yet complete, it is better to fail in a cause that will ultimately succeed than to succeed in a cause that will ultimately fail. [footnoteRef:7] That is our calling as followers of Christ.  [7:  Bill Arlow, https://www.christiancentury.org/voices/forerunners-john] 

As November begins and we see the bare bones of our landscape, take this opportunity to look at your inner landscape, have your honest and interesting mistakes given growth, in faith, hope, resilience, or even holiness? 
Every saint has a past, every sinner has a future. 
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