
 

All Saints Day              November 1, 2015                     Removing Halloween Stones 

The Rev. Deborah Woolsey             Church of the Good Shepherd, Athens, OH 

 

“Joe Pipkin was the greatest boy who ever lived. The grandest boy who ever fell 
out of a tree and laughed at the joke. The finest boy who ever raced around the track, 
winning, and then, seeing his friends a mile back somewhere, stumbled and fell, waited 
for them to catch up, and joined, breast and breast, breaking the winners tape. The 
jolliest boy who ever hunted out all the haunted houses in town, which are hard to find. 
The day Joe Pipkin was born all the Orange Crush…..soda bottles in the world fizzed over; 
and joyful bees swarmed over countrysides ….Pipkin, whose arm around your shoulder, 
and secret whisper of doings this day protected you from the world…..God got up early 
just to see Pipkin come out of his house……and the weather was always fine where Pipkin 
was. Pipkin.” 

 So begins Ray Bradbury’s classic and endearing story The Halloween Tree. Hailed by 
many as one of Bradbury’s best, the book is a combination interactive history of 
Halloween and a powerful story of how there is something even more powerful than 
death at work in us. The story begins with Joe Pipkin, who is introduced to us readers as 
being a vital character who seems to embody life itself being unable to join his friends for 
Halloween fun because he is ill. Pipkin sends his friends out into the Halloween night to a 
spooky house in a ravine where they encounter a mysterious character who is also 
looking for their friend Pipkin, only he is looking to collect Pipkin’s soul. That mysterious 
character invites the children on an adventure to discover the meaning of Halloween and 
as they journey through the past they find Pipkin, in a ghostly form, appearing in every 
place they visit: ancient Egypt, old Ireland and Britain, cathedrals, and a Mexican 
cemetery. In the process the children not only learn about Halloween, they learn their 
friend is dying, which grieves them deeply; to lose Pipkin would be to lose life itself. And 
so they strike a bargain with the mysterious character that shows love is indeed more 
powerful than death, that not only restores Pipkin’s health, it makes the figure of death 
less frightening and intimidating. 

 While this story (one of my favorites by Ray Bradbury) sounds like it belongs more 
with yesterday’s All Hallows’ Eve festivities; to me, it echoes of our Gospel reading, which 
at first glance might also sound more fitting for Halloween than today’s glorious 
celebration of All Saints.  As a matter of fact, today’s Old Testament and Epistle readings 
are often read at funerals. So what is up with all these images of death on a day where 
we are supposed to be celebrating and focusing on saints? 

 



 Let’s not forget that a saint isn’t necessarily only someone who is famous or known 
for promoting or embodying the Christian faith. Saints aren’t just people who have that 
word in front of their names like Saint Patrick or Saint Nicholas. Saints are anyone and 
everyone who live their lives in such a way that makes God’s Love in Christ real and 
known. Last year on this very day, when we met for the first time, I shared with you how 
my grandmother was a saint. Not that she never made a mistake, or hurt someone, or 
never said a swear word, but how she made me see God’s Love in Christ active in my own 
life. Today, in our Gospel, we see other ways to recognize saints as they respond to the 
events in one of my favorite Gospel stories. 

 Today we saw saints are people who have learned to face death without fear 
because saints remind us what Jesus showed us about death; that it is not the end. While 
death may be an end, it is not the end. That is what I believe Jesus was showing when he 
raised Lazarus from the dead. While scholars are sure to point out that Lazarus was not 
resurrected the same way Jesus was, that Lazarus did die again and Jesus did not, I 
believe the author of John’s Gospel used this amazing miracle to point us to what it 
means to live as followers of Jesus after his resurrection. Jesus’ resurrection is the defeat 
of death’s power, and this means we don’t have to be afraid of anything or anyone who 
could take life away. It also means we can look at death, not just literal death but any 
form of death in a new way. It will help us if we remember today we are in John’s Gospel, 
where words are rich and have deep meaning, so we need to be careful not to get too 
caught up in the literal. 

 This new way of seeing endings happens when we remove barriers like the stone 
lying against Lazarus’ cave. The reason that stone was lying against the opening of that 
tomb, as Martha pointed out, to keep the stench of death and decay in its place. But 
notice Jesus wanted it removed, he wanted the barrier that separated him from Lazarus 
taken away. Jesus didn’t seem to be afraid there might be a smell, or of anything that 
might be on other side of that stone. 

 We heard the community of mourners removed the stone. Which means maybe 
saints show us the love of God in Christ when they do the hard and heavy work of moving 
stones that serve as barriers to the life Christ is calling us to.  One of these barriers might 
be the stone of anger from hurt that refuses to forgive. Another barrier might be the 
stone of “We’ve never done it that way before” which is a way to stop ideas before they 
get very far, or the stone of “We used to do that”, which can also stop an idea in its 
tracks.  Another barrier might be the stone of fear, whether it is fear of failing, or fear of 
the changes happening in our lives or community. Another barrier could be the stone of 
ignorance, like the characters in Bradbury’s book The Halloween Tree, after learning 
about Halloween the children were no longer afraid when they understood their love for 
each other gave them power over the things that had formerly frightened them. 



 The love that gives such power isn’t necessarily romantic love, or the love of 
friends, or family, but the love of God that Jesus showed. The love that mourns and 
celebrates with us, the love that also demands barriers that get between us be removed 
so that we or someone can live into God’s calling. That is one of the things I see when 
Jesus called to Lazarus from one place to another; he called the person in the tomb, a 
place of death, a place where there is no hope to leave the tomb and join the living.  
There is rich symbolism in that for us today. Perhaps we all know someone who is living in 
a tomb of little or no hope; someone who lost a job, or a loved one; someone who failed 
at some endeavor and is feeling the sting of shame society can place on those who do not 
succeed. Or maybe it’s us, you and me, who have or are now feeling like we might relate 
to the guy in the tomb.  Because a program that once flourished is now over. Or a 
relationship we had hopes for ended too soon. Or someone else got chosen for a job or 
position we wanted. There are so many reasons a person can end up in a cave like 
Lazarus, where, if not dead, they might wish they were. 

 Which is one reason we not only need saints, but why we need to remember we all 
are called to be saints. Not flawless people, but people who do the work of letting the 
love of God as we see in Jesus shine through the hopeless loneliness of tombs of loss, 
failure, or despair. This love calls us or whoever is in the tomb out into the world, as Jesus 
called Lazarus. 

 Work like this can and does happen in the real world of the present, not just in 
John’s Gospel or Ray Bradbury’s story. I have witnessed and feel blessed to be part of this 
work of saints right here at Church of the Good Shepherd. Work that started exactly one 
year ago today when I was here with my family as your supply priest for the day. I was 
available for supply because I had resigned from my previous parish as it proved to be a 
poor fit and was in the process of looking for a new parish to serve. Even though you 
were looking for a priest, the timing of my resignation did not match up with your 
timeline, so I was not permitted to put my name in as a possible candidate for your priest 
in charge. That door was closed to me. Yet here we are; because you did the tasks of 
saints. During my visit you sensed God calling us together, and you and your search 
committee did the courageous work of removing the barrier the stone of the formal 
timeline was by asking the diocese if you could interview me for the position.  By doing 
the work of removing the stone, you have allowed us to come together, as God called us, 
and now a year later we are growing together, learning about each other, and listening 
for the work God is calling us to do together. You proved that something that looked like 
an ending, was something God used, through your work, to be the beginning of new life 
for us as parish and priest.  

 

 



 Perhaps there is a deeper message and challenge for us all on this day when we not 
only remember those saints who have touched our lives by showing us God’s great love, 
but in remembering how our lives as individuals and a community can be God’s love in 
action, removing barriers of stone that represent death and hopelessness to some so that 
all the world can see the rich life God is calling us to. Thank you for your courage and 
work, you saints of God. And thanks be to God for the life and love we are living together. 
I am so honored to be part of you and your journey. 


