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I have always had one favorite piece of scripture.  It came to be special to me 
during my boyhood summers at camp.  The camp had a beautiful little chapel set 
in the middle of a pine woods.  We had services there every Sunday afternoon.  It 
was the same service every Sunday, with the exception of different readings and a 
“chapel talk” by the camp director.  We had a brass choir that accompanied the 
singing.  They had a very limited repertoire, so it was always the same hymns as 
well. 

To this day I can recite virtually the whole service from memory, but especially the 
reading that always closed worship.  “Behold, what manner of love the Father hath 
bestowed upon us, that we should be called the sons of God: therefore the world 
knoweth us not, because it knew him not.  Beloved, now are we the sons of God, 
and it doth not yet appear what we shall be: but we know that, when he shall 
appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is.  And every man that 
hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even as he is pure.” (John 3:1-3)   

I’m sure that you recognize that as today’s reading from John’s first epistle.  These 
verses present a beautiful and hopeful vision of a future when we shall all be like 
Christ.  The words are so comforting and inspiring that they have been made a 
part of the United Methodist funeral liturgy. 

If the words I recited sounded different from our reading, it’s because your pew 
Bibles are the New Revised Standard translation.  At summer camp, way back 
when, the leader read from the King James Version of the Bible, which dates from 
the year 1611.  The King James reflects the sensibilities of its time in that it is now 
almost hopelessly sexist in its language, but it remains one of the most honest and 
scholarly translations in history. 

It is also one of the most beautiful and elegant to read.  Perhaps like many 
American children, while growing up I always just assumed that Jesus spoke 
English (if he didn’t, how did anyone understand what he said?).  The Bible was 
therefore simply a reporting of what Jesus had actually said and done.  What that 
meant was that Jesus must have spoken just the way that the King James Bible 
was written, with all the “thees” and “thous” and with “eth” added to the end of 
every verb.  The problem with the King James version today is that it is not always 
the easiest version of the Bible for us to understand. 

I have another problem with the King James Bible – one I’ve experienced with this 
reading from 1 John.  The problem is that it is so beautifully poetic that I’ve gone 
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through my life relishing the feelings it invokes without really thinking very much 
about what it means.  I want to spend some time with you this morning exploring 
our epistle lesson, particularly as it relates to the meaning of All Saints Sunday.  
And I want to start in the middle of the reading.  We read these words today: 
“…what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he 
appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.” (1 John 3:2)   

The first thing that is apparent from these verses is that for John, being a follower 
of Christ is about becoming.  We are one thing now.  We will be something 
different then.  And that’s really what life is, isn’t it?  You and I are not the same 
people we were yesterday, or a year ago, or even an hour ago.  Who we are is the 
accumulated total of our life experience, decisions, thoughts, and actions.  
Someone once said that we are mislabeled “human beings.”  What we should call 
ourselves is “human becomings.” 

This existential truth is also the Truth of Christ.  The essence of the resurrection is 
that following the way of the cross is all about dying to an old way of existing, and 
being born to a new one. 

But when is John saying that all this will happen?  I think that many people have 
come to associate this reading from 1 John so closely with funerals that they 
assume that John is talking about a time in the distant future.  He must be talking 
about the end time – the second coming, judgment day, or at least when our 
individual earthly lives have ended.  

But I don’t think that John is talking about the end of time.  At least I don’t think 
that’s all he’s talking about.  For one thing, notice that John begins anchored firmly 
in the present tense.  “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we 
should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” (1 John 3:1)  That is 
what we are, now, today!  God made us his children, and like any good father, 
God wants us to become the best we can.  God made us children with the goal of 
becoming “Christ-like.”    

I might paraphrase what John is saying like this: “The reason that it’s not yet clear 
what we shall ultimately be is that we don’t know how far we’re going to get in our 
journeys of faith.  But we do know one thing.  If we dedicate our lives to knowing 
Christ as he is, when we finally see Him, we will find that we have become like 
him.”   

So if Christianity is about becoming, and becoming in the present, the obvious 
question is “just what is it we are supposed to become?”  The fact that this reading 
is “All Saints Sunday” suggests the answer, “We are supposed to become saints.”  
But that answer begs the question, “What is a saint?”   

Most of us have gone through life thinking about “Saints” in a very particular way.  
Saints are people who have performed miracles, or who, at least, have exhibited 
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an extraordinary holiness and piety.  We think of saints as people who have lived 
lives with a goodness that is far beyond the capabilities of most humans.  
Certainly, we think it’s outside of ours. 

But I don’t think that being a saint is about being perfect.  Nelson Mandela seems 
to agree with me.  I came across a wonderful quote from him that is in your bulletin 
this morning.  He says that he might be a saint if what you mean by “saint” is a 
sinner who keeps trying. 

In fact, being a saint is not really about being anything.  Being a saint is about 
dedicating our lives to becoming.  That’s what John is saying today.  The Apostle 
Paul says the same thing frequently in his letters, including in one place that has 
special meaning for me that I think about especially this time of year. 

This past week, November 2 to be specific, was the third anniversary of the 
passing of my mother.  The connection to Paul is that following my mother’s death 
I found that she had written a verse that apparently was very special to her inside 
the cover of her Bible.  It was 2 Corinthians 5:17: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, 
they are a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!”   We can read this 
verse very literally to mean that something magical is supposed to happen when 
we accept Christ that somehow makes us perfect human beings.  But to believe 
that requires us to ignore all of what we know about human nature, and most of 
our own experience struggling to live as Christians. 

What Paul means here is not that when we accept Christ we are supposed to be 
perfected, once and for all.  When Paul says the old is gone, he doesn’t mean that 
our worst human characteristics vanish.  But the “new” means that we are no 
longer hostages to our own worst human characteristics.  We are freed to become 
something better.  What it means is that however bad or destructive the road 
we’ve traveled; whatever sins we’re still trying to overcome; whatever personal 
demons we’re wrestling with; Christ is there both inviting and empowering us to be 
made new.  And however badly we’ve messed up today, God’s grace is still there 
for us tomorrow, calling us to try again to live into the extraordinary and wonderful 
truth that we are God’s children, and he loves us with a love we can’t even 
imagine. 

Saints are just people who live their lives in the hope that comes from a deep 
abiding sense of that incredible truth.  Saints see in God’s endless and 
unconditional love a calling to become more like Christ – in devotion to God, and 
in service to all.  Saints are just people who trust that God’s love, when shared in 
our communities and in the world, will produce a resemblance to God in us, both 
now and in the time to come.  The paradox is that the more we are resolved to see 
Christ as he is, and the more we become like him, the more we become our own 
very truest selves.  

 


