
In my first parish, my training parish, in a large new town in southern England,

my boss, the rector, used to campaign vigorously against a bizarre custom that

was starting to become popular with some at this time of the year. It is usually

called by its mediaeval Christian short form term, ‘Hallowe’en,’ meaning the

eve of All Saints or All Hallows Day, although it has no connection with

Christianity. My esteemed training incumbent encouraged the faithful to have

nothing to do with it, and he particularly urged that children should be

protected from something he saw as almost on the same level as the occult. As

you can imagine, it was a tall order in a society and even a church where many

people were easily driven along by whatever fad was doing the rounds, and

successfully promoted by those twin gods of secularism, the media and the

market.

The boss was much more successful in another initiative. We would invite all

who had been bereaved in the past year to come to church for our Requiem

Mass on All Souls Day, the day after All Saints. As we did at least one funeral

nearly every week in that parish, that was a lot of invitations. The response

was usually positive, and the church was invariably packed. The point of the

service during which we commemorated each of the departed loved ones by

name was first, to offer continuing care to the bereaved; secondly, to introduce

or remind them of the Christian hope of eternity; and thirdly, to provide a

spiritually safe and healthy environment for their continuing relationship with

the departed, a relationship firmly grounded in Christ, and supported by prayer,

ministry, and sacramental resources of the Church. The last point was

particularly important because it was a town where spiritualism in various

forms was prevalent. Several people confessed that in their grief they had

turned to the dubious services offered by those who claimed to be able to

communicate directly with their departed loved ones. They were usually

parishioners who turned to us for help having become confused or even

damaged after engaging in such practices.

On All Saints Day we are encouraged to raise our sights to what lies beyond and

remind ourselves that as Christians we are Easter and Resurrection-centred

people. We focus particularly on the heroes of our faith whom we confidently

assume are enjoying the fullness of resurrection life, and we renew our hope of

following in their footsteps. However, these exemplary Christians of the past



are certainly not the only ones to be given the title of ‘saint.’ St Paul, when

writing to the various churches, sometimes addressed his letters to the saints

or holy ones. He was, of course, addressing all the people in this or that

church. However, it is noticeable that sometimes he addresses a Christian

community as those called to be saints. He was under no illusion that they

were perfect, and although he wrote principally to teach and to encourage

them, he also did not hesitate to tell them, when necessary, what a miserable

lot they were, and they needed to up their game.

Clearly, some of them hadn’t yet got it, hadn’t grasped what it meant to live ‘in

Christ.’ It suggests to us too, that although we are all called to sainthood, that

is, to holiness, we all have some growing to do. We Christians have been called

to be the holy people of God with the intention that our lives become

Christ-like. This is the work of God’s grace brought about by the Holy Spirit, but

it requires our openness and co-operation with the Spirit so that we become

people in whom the light of Jesus Christ can be clearly seen.

The essential characteristic of sainthood or holiness is love, a love that in some

way reflects the divine love which Jesus has shown us. It is a love that

demonstrates and promotes compassion, justice, and peace, such as comes

from Jesus’ example and teaching. Love like his, selflessly devoted to the will

of God, and poured out in self-sacrificing service to others is truly the hallmark

of holiness, of sainthood. And today’s Gospel ends with the instruction of

Jesus known perennially as the Golden Rule for human life and behaviour: ‘Do

to others as you would have them do to you.’

As we honour those who have gone before us in the Christian life, those the

Church regards as shining examples of holiness, of love for God and for their

neighbour, we remind ourselves that in them we have an important source of

strength and support in living the Christian life in a difficult, indifferent, and

sometimes hostile world. Real and ordinary people have walked the way of

Christ before us and endured all the struggles and weaknesses that we know

ourselves.  So we are not alone.

But let us understand that their presence, their prayers, their support, are with

us still. One very unfortunate view of the saints who have gone before us is to

regard them as no more than dead heroes of the faith whom we must try and



imitate, avoiding any thought that they might actually still be around and doing

something. But as Easter people we must surely recognise that they are not

past and dead but living brothers and sisters. We are together, with Christians

on earth and with those who have left it, all alive in Christ; one family, one

Communion of saints, one Body of Christ.

We express this reality most of all as we share in the Eucharist, this feast of the

saints. In a few minutes time I shall on your behalf ask God the Holy Spirit to

come down on our gifts of bread and wine that they may become for us the

Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ. We will be doing again what Jesus

commanded us to do in remembrance of him. But this action is so much more

than remembering in the ordinary sense of looking back at an example, an

event in history. For our doing this today in the power of the Spirit enables that

past event and that person, Jesus Christ himself, to be present and effective

among us right now.

And because the Lord comes to us in his risen life of the Spirit, his whole Body

is here too. This means that as we gather to break bread, that we may

recognise and receive our Lord Jesus Christ present among us, we really are

together with angels and archangels and the whole company of heaven: with

all those who were ever baptised in him, with all those who have ever died in

him. Because they are in him, they live still, and live for ever. Right here, as we

gather, time stops; the barriers between life and death are down; the saints

surround us, worshipping with us, praying for us. And heaven breaks in and

wonderfully enfolds us. May this joyful reality always be part, the main part, of

our worship understanding experience as we share in the Eucharist. And may it

give us courage and confidence to continue our pilgrimage towards the fullness

of life in God in communion with all the saints forever.


