
Sermon – Hallowtide/Mark 12:28-34 – Pentecost 23 – October 31, 2021 

A few weeks ago the folks at the 8:30 service got demanding!  They gently asked if 

I would consider using the prayer book lectionary and full liturgy as the Prayer 

Book suggests.  This has been a huge learning curve for me for varied reasons (my 

own stubbornness being one of them!)  The learning curve for me this week was 

learning about “Hallowtide.”  Hallowtide runs from All Hallows Eve (Oct 31) until 

the Octave of All Saints (Nov 8).  And this period of all-hallowtide is a "time to 

remember the dead, including martyrs, saints, and all faithful departed 

Christians." The present date of Hallowmas (All Saints' Day) and thus also of its 

vigil (Hallowe'en) was established for Rome perhaps by Pope Gregory III (731–

741).  It wasn’t until the early 11th century, the modern date of All Souls' Day was 

popularized. 

So, here we are, amid Hallowtide - that time of year when we observe All Hallow’s 

Eve, All Saints Day, & All Souls Day - when we give special attention to those 

lovers of God who have showed us the love of God active in our world.  And to be 

honest, this holy time of the year crept upon me this year.  Between my in-laws, 

Synod and a host of other excuses, Hallowtide has fallen to the wayside.  Which is 

unfortunate because I love this time of year and the traditions that often 

accompany it: a time to remember and celebrate those who have gone before us.  

And in not giving you the opportunity to do it liturgically, for that I am regretful.   

And it is in light of this season of Hallowtide that I approach this gospel reading 

from Mark.  Let us put it in context.  In Mark’s Gospel, this reading comes during 

what we call “Holy Week.”  He has made his triumphant entry and now this is @ 

Tuesday when he is approached by this scribe.  



I picture the scribe standing off to the side, eavesdropping on groups of 

opponents who come in waves to trap Jesus with trick questions as they plot his 

death.  And he approaches, not with a trick question but a real one. 

And then the scribe says to Jesus, "Teacher, what is the greatest commandment?" 

And do you know what Jesus answers? He quotes the Shema, the prayer that is 

central to Jewish identity: "Shema Yisrael. The Lord your God, the Lord is One." He 

combines Deuteronomy 5 with Leviticus 19:18: "You shall love the Lord your God 

with all your heart, mind, soul and strength and your neighbor as yourself." 

For his first-century listeners, Jesus probably could have stopped with "You shall 

love the Lord your God with your whole heart," because all that follows (soul, 

mind and strength) are implied in the biblical understanding of heart. But we 

twenty-first-century listeners have shrunk the definition of heart to emotions. So 

when we hear "Love God with your whole heart," we might think Jesus means 

"Have only happy feelings about God." 

Our culture defines the heart as feelings, expressed in such sayings as "I gave you 

my heart. You broke my heart. I wear my heart on my sleeve." It's as if we would 

all join in a chorus of Albert Morris' 1974 song, Feelings: 

Feelings 

Nothing more than feelings 

Trying to forget my feelings of love 

Feelings 

Wo o o feelings… 

 



N.T. scholar Douglas Hare, when commenting on the parallel version of this scene 

in Matthew 22, writes "In an age when the word 'love' is greatly abused, it is 

important to remember that the primary component of biblical love is not 

affection but commitment. Warm feelings of gratitude may fill our consciousness 

as we consider all that God has done for us, but it is not warm feelings that 

Deuteronomy demands of us, but rather stubborn, unwavering commitment. 

Similarly, to love our neighbor, including our enemies, does not mean that we 

must feel affection for them. To love the neighbor is to imitate God by taking their 

needs seriously. (Hare, Interpretation, 260) 

Loving God and loving our neighbor with our whole heart is more than just having 

positive emotions about them. When I preside at a wedding I ask each individual 

“will you love him/her, comfort him/her, honour and protect him/her.  I don’t ask 

"Do you love?" – but “will you do all of this because this is what love looks like.” 

The heart in Hebrew and N.T. understanding is that it is the home of emotions, 

and also of decision making. It is the home of caring, but also of character, 

commitment, creativity, and carry-through.  

And it is here that I think about All Saints and All Souls.  Because “love” is a verb.  

And for those who have gone before us to create the “great cloud of Saints” and 

those who are still thriving in God’s Dream lived and continue to live that love.   

As former Episcopal Church Presiding Bishop Katharine Jefferts Schori once 

stated: "The saints we celebrate today are lamps along the way - the lights of 

every generation who let us see the living presence in our midst. You've seen 

them, you know them, whether they are searchlights like Mother Teresa and 

Desmond Tutu, or those we think of as lesser lights - the neighbor who feeds our 



cat when we're out of town, or the stranger who gives direction to a wandering 

tourist, or the folks in who string extension cords and power strips out to the 

sidewalk so the powerless can charge their cell phones. Even the dim bulbs 

around us have a saintly role when they evoke compassion - or shine a light on 

our own lack of it. " 

There is a great hymn entitled “I Sing a Song of the Saints of God” and the last 

verse reads:  

The world is filled with living saints, 

who choose to do God's will, 

You can meet them in school, on the road, or at sea; 

In church, in a train, in a shop, or at tea; 

for the saints are folk like you 

and like me, and I mean to be one, too. 

Our world needs to know that God is alive, seeking beauty, healing, and justice in 

our midst.  

Believe it or not, you can be a saint and not even know it! Just be listening for 

God's vision for your life -- as your gifts meet the world's needs. 

God doesn't want much. God just wants your heart, the seat of your emotions, 

your inner character and your decision making. God just wants your caring, your 

character, your creativity, and your carry-through. By no coincidence, that is just 

what God gives to us.  And strengthened by God giving God's heart to us, we can 

give ours to our neighbor and join that great cloud of Saints.  Amen. 

 



But whatever its origins, Halloween today is worth thinking about. It’s become 

one of the most popular holidays in North America, and at its best, it’s a magical, 

playful night of community-building and neighborhood-making. From this point of 

view, we might even call it a sacramental glimpse, if only for one night, of how the 

world is supposed to be: homes decked out in mischievous fun, doors opened to 

visitors of all ages, a spirit of wit and excitement in the air, and simple, sweet gifts 

given to children — all children, not just “our” children! — dressed up as heroes 

and villains alike. Even (especially?) in an age of pandemic, when the night’s 

celebration requires wisdom and special care, the joys of All Hallows’ Eve are as 

precious and important as ever. 

It’s easy to grumble about “all that sugar,” “marauding teenagers,” “a waste of 

time,” and so forth. But think of it: when else do we intentionally spend this kind 

of time together as a community? When else do we do something as a 

neighborhood that’s this intergenerational? This open to all? This playful, goofy, 

and plain old fun? When else do our yards and doors open to so many? And when 

else are so many gifts given out — often by strangers, to strangers — just for the 

sake of delight? 

And there’s an even deeper side to all of this, too: in many neighborhoods, lines 

of social division — segregated lines of race and class, for example — are often 

crossed on Halloween night. In such moments, Halloween can become an all-too-

brief time of sharing experiences and resources, catching sight of a true 

“commonwealth” too often obscured from view on the other 364 nights of the 

year. And what’s more, there’s now some intriguing social science showing a 



strong correlation between a community’s health and the extent to which it 

celebrates Halloween. 

At its best, then, Halloween amounts to a vivid portrait of what “neighborhood” 

actually looks like. That alone is worth celebrating. And after all, what better way 

to honor the dead, prepare to celebrate the saints, and enter together the darkest 

time of the year than to embody — with equal parts creativity and joy — the 

“loving our neighbors as ourselves” to which Jesus calls us every day? 

 


