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Joshua 3:7-17 

I Thessalonians 2:9-13 

Matthew 23:1-12 

 

 Is it my imagination or is Halloween getting gorier every year? I feel like I've been pelted 

for weeks by images of vampires with blood dribbling down their chins; zombies; freaks and 

ghouls. When I was a kid, the most horrifying character we could come up with was Casper the 

Friendly Ghost. Times change. Boy, do they ever! 

 

 I'm always relieved when Halloween is over…….which is a pity because underneath it 

all is something really kind of wonderful. There is one particular verse in the Bible that you 

could call the "Halloween verse." It opens the twelfth chapter of the Book of Hebrews and says, 

in part, that we are surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses.  

 

 I like thinking about that cloud. I picture it like a scene in the mountains on a moist day. 

Have you ever driven through the mountains on a day like that? Not rainy or snowy; just moist: 

low-lying clouds nestle around the peaks and get caught up in the high valleys. The clouds seem 

to just sit there, quietly. 

 

 That’s the image I have of this great cloud of witnesses from the Book of Hebrews: a 

silent, still collective of all those who have gone before us in life and death. They are the ones 

who, while alive, bore witness to something greater than themselves; to Someone greater. They 

lived lives of faith. And now they are present – in some mysterious way – to witness our lives of 

faith: to watch; to see; and I think, even to help. 

 

 They surround us – this unseen collective – like a soft, comfy blanket. They do not taunt 

us, or belittle; they do not criticize or point out our faults. We have enough of that in the seen 

world. These are the ones who are pulling for us; rooting for us – the way bystanders do at a 

marathon: “You’re doing great. Keep it up. Don’t stop now!” 

   

We, in turn, think about them today – All Saints’ Sunday – because this is a thin 

time……so named by ancient peoples because they felt a sense of mystery about this time of 

year. They felt the veil between this world and the next was thinner; more diaphanous. Thin time 

happens now, in the fall, and again in the spring when it coincides with Lent. Just think: if we 

were more aware of it then, we could harness the special energy of thin time for our annual 

Lenten journey of deeper spiritual questing. 

 

We don’t notice thin time as much in the spring because that’s when we’re going into 

warmth and new life. But we feel it now in November, when throughout the Northern 

Hemisphere the earth is quietly going to sleep. Evidence of death is all around us.  

 

The Celtic people of Ireland, England, Scotland, and Wales were particularly mindful of 

thin time. They believed that truth was more easily communicated to us at such time: raw, naked, 

hard-to-face truth. But they also found in thin time the strength to face difficult truths – almost as 

if that strength was coming from outside them……….perhaps from that great cloud of witnesses. 
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Thin time can captivate our imagination, yet diminish us in some way. We become 

smaller when caught up in a mystery we can’t explain but can only experience. The human spirit 

will awaken and grow if the body and mind allow it. 

 

Our Hindu brother, Mahatma Gandhi, spoke in such terms during his “Spiritual Message 

to the World” in 1931:   

 

There is an indefinable, mysterious power that pervades everything. I 

feel it, though I do not see it. It is this unseen power that makes itself felt 

and yet defies all proof, because it is so unlike all that I perceive through 

my senses. It transcends the senses. 
 

How welcome to hear someone in the modern age speak of transcending the senses. We 

are so schooled in the scientific outlook. It has given us many advantages but subtly teaches that 

nothing is really real unless it can be replicated, either in the lab or a data set. The scientific 

outlook is so on the ascendency in our Smart Phone age that it has become a form of tyranny – 

refusing to admit even the possibility of the unseen; refusing to consider anything of mystery. 

Living our lives strictly by sense data leaves out an awful lot. 

 

At least Halloween is a time when people are a little less tethered to their senses – perhaps 

even moving into "nonsense" – by dressing up; trick-or-treating; masquerading as something 

they are not. “Halloween” is a corruption of “All Hallows Eve,” or the evening before All 

Hallows Day, which is All Saints Day. In some parts of the world, the religious significance of 

All Saints is second only to Easter. 

 

Annual observances like Mexico’s “Day of the Dead” are found in many Asian, African 

and even European countries; in South America, Latin America and the Caribbean. People in 

those countries attend church on November first; have festivals and parades and, at the end of the 

day, gather at cemeteries to pray for their deceased loved ones. 

 

Easter and All Saints: seems like an unlikely pair. But both are about death and triumph 

over death. Easter is about resurrection and All Saints is about the continuing ties we have with 

those who have died. That is a kind of triumph. And we pray for them. In the Catechism found in 

the back of our prayer books we read: 

 

Why do we pray for the dead? We pray for them, because we still hold 

them in our love, and because we trust that in God’s presence those who 

have chosen to serve him will grow in his love, until they see him as he is. 
 

And we pray for them because our relationships with them may not have been perfect. I 

have yet to see a “Hollywood ending” at death, and as a former hospice chaplain, I’ve seen a 

number of deaths. In the Hollywood version the dying person admits his or her faults; implores 

forgiveness; shows remorse and regret over damage done and past mistakes made. Yeah, doesn’t 

happen. 
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But that doesn’t mean it can’t. Even after death. We’ve all been imperfectly loved. When 

we pray for those whose very love damaged us, we are moving into forgiveness. There is no 

doubt that we are healed. I would speculate that even those whose lives on earth have ended are 

healed, too. 

 

In Holy Sonnet Ten – Death, Be Not Proud – poet John Donne mocks death. At least, he 

mocks the smugness with which death without partiality comes for us all. He says to Death: 

 

You are slave to fate, chance, kings and desperate men and dwell with poison, war and 

sickness. These are the things that kill us, he says. Then he compares death to sleep and says that 

a sleeping aid – poppies or charms – do a better job of inducing sleep so why “swell’st thou 

then?” What have you got to be proud of, Death? 

 

Then he adds: "One short sleep past, we wake eternally, and death shall be no more; Death, 

you shall die." 

 

Amen. 

 


