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We have been considering “Straight Talk from the Epistle of James…” practical advice for living 

faithfully in the real world!  

 

This morning we take up the subject of “Friendship with God.” We do this as we celebrate All 

Saints’ Day.  

 

[IMAGE – many saints] 

 

From its earliest days, the Church has recognized and honored those heroes of the faith whose 

lives have inspired others to draw near to God. Celebrating the feast of All Saints' began in the 

fourth century. 

 

While we may give thanks for the lives of now famous luminaries of ages past, like St. Francis of 

Assisi or St. Therese of Liseaux or St. Patrick of Ireland, we also emphasize the ongoing 

sanctification of the whole people of God.  

 

[IMAGE – everyday saints] 

 

Rather than putting saints on pedestals as holy people set apart in glory, we give thanks to God 

for the ordinary, holy lives of the believers in this and every age, we give thanks for every day 

saints. We remember the members of East Union who have lived and served and died here, those 

who have gone before us, laid the foundation for us to thrive as a community of faith. We 

remember also those of our loved ones who have passed away but loved us and helped us to be 

who we are in God, parents, children, aunts and uncles, grandparents, neighbors and friends.  
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Today we celebrate the great cloud of witnesses who accompany us on our journey of faith. This 

day reminds us that we are part of one continuing, living communion of saints. We can claim 

kinship with the “glorious company of apostles … the noble fellowship of prophets … the white-

robed army of martyrs.” We can express our gratitude for all who in ages of darkness kept the 

faith, for those who have taken the gospel to the ends of the earth, for prophetic voices who have 



called the church to be faithful in life and service, for all who have witnessed to God’s justice 

and peace in every nation. 

 

[IMAGE – Hebrews text] 

 

To rejoice with all the faithful of every generation expands our awareness of a great company of 

witnesses above and around us like a cloud. (Hebrews 12:1). It lifts us out of a preoccupation 

with our own immediate situation and the discouragements of the present. In the knowledge that 

others have persevered, we are encouraged to endure against all odds (Hebrews 12:1-2). 

Reminded that God was with the faithful of the past, we are reassured that God is with us today, 

moving us and all creation toward the fruition of God’s Kingdom.  
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Jesus called his disciples, those who had chosen to follow him, friends. He said: 

 

5 I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much 

fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing… 12 “This is my commandment, that you 

love one another as I have loved you. 13 No one has greater love than this, to lay down 

one’s life for one’s friends. 14 You are my friends if you do what I command you. 15 I do 

not call you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the master is 

doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that I 

have heard from my Father.  -John 15:5, 12-15 
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Do you think of yourself as a friend of Jesus? You may have noticed that I often begin my 

correspondences, “Friends in Christ.” We make up a fellowship…friends with each other and 

friends of God. 

 

The Epistle of James spends a good deal of time describing what it means to be against God, to 

be a friend of the world in rebellion against God’s ways. James talks of conflicts and disputes, 

cravings at war within, wanting things you do not have and doing anything to get them, placing 

pleasure above all else.  James pleads with us to pursue, rather, friendship with God.  
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Submit yourselves to God, he says, first by resisting the devil, promising that he will flee from 

you. I never really thought of faithfulness as resistance…but it works for me. It’s a refreshing 

way to think of following Jesus. Resist gossip in the office place or in the cafeteria. Resist the 

urge to speak ill of your neighbors. Resist the temptation to short-term gratification that 

contributes to long-term disease. Resist the impulse to put yourself down. Resist the suggestion 



to objectify another person. Resistance, James asserts, works! You can resist evil and win – 

because you are friends with God! 
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Second, James invites us to draw near to God, for when we do that, God draws near to us. It’s 

not so different than Jesus saying, “Seek and you shall find…ask and it shall be given to 

you…knock and the door shall be opened to you.” We can approach God with confidence 

because we are friends with God! 
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Lastly, James suggests we humble ourselves and God will exalt us. Friendship with God requires 

a gentleness, a humility, not taking ourselves too seriously, but seeing others as God’s people. 

Some of us struggle with humility… 
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Muhammad Ali was perhaps the greatest boxer of all time, he was not known for his humility. 

He used to boast that in the boxing ring he could "float like a butterfly, and sting like a bee." He 

certainly knew the value of bragging in an attempt to psyche out his opponents.  
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But on one particular airplane flight, he writes in his book, The Soul of a Butterfly, that the flight 

attendant asked him to put his seat belt on.  
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He said to her, "Superman don't need no seat belt." She smiled at him and said, "Superman don't 

need no plane, either." It may be one of the only times Ali was humbled.  

 

[IMAGE – mr rogers neighborhood] 

 

Someone who didn’t need humbled by others was Fred Rogers. Many of us remember Mr. 

Rogers and his gentle way. Those who are too young to have seen the television show can get 

acquainted with the life and mission of Fred Rogers through a new movie starring Tom Hanks.  
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In 1999, Fred Rogers was inducted into the Television Hall of Fame. At the end of a very 

emotional tribute, Mr. Rogers went over to the podium to give his acceptance speech: 



 

“Fame is a four-letter word,” he said, “and like tape or zoom or face or pain or life or love, what 

ultimately matters is what we do with it. I feel that those of us in television are chosen to be 

servants. It doesn’t matter what our particular job. We are chosen to meet the deeper needs of 

those who watch day and night….to show and tell what the good in life is all about. How do we 

make goodness attractive? By doing whatever we can to bring courage to those whose lives 

move near our own. By treating our neighbor at least as well as we treat ourselves and allowing 

that to inform everything that we produce. 
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“Who in your life has been such a servant to you? Who has helped you love the good that grows 

within you? Let’s just take ten seconds to think of some of those people who have loved us and 

wanted what was best for us in life; those who have encouraged us to become who we are. Just 

ten seconds of silence. I’ll watch the time. And then Fred Rogers paused… 

 

“No matter where they are, either here or in heaven, imagine how pleased those people must be 

to know that you thought of them right now.” 
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And that was how he ended his speech! But that was not all that happened that evening, because 

there was a surprise for him. Out on the stage came a man in a wheelchair. A man Fred soon 

realized was Jeff Erlanger,  
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a quadriplegic Fred had welcomed to his show as a boy nearly 20 years prior. Mr. Rogers was a 

good neighbor in Pittsburgh and around the world for many years. He was also a friend of God, 

as well as an ordained minister in Pittsburgh Presbytery.  
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He has much to teach us still, about humility, about helping and respecting others, about 

friendship with God and God’s people.  

 

I suppose we should count Mr. Rogers as one of the saints this day…  
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Who else has inspired you? What captivated you about them? How did they display friendship 

with God?... How do you? 
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Thinking now about yourself, how do you reflect God in your life? What can you do to help 

others to reflect God in their lives and perhaps to take their place in the company of saints? 


