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Homily for the Solemnity of All Saints
Today, the Feast of All Saints, the church remembers all those who have lived lives
of holiness, those officially recognized as saints and the many more who are not
officially canonized, but who lived the values of the Gospel, loved God and their
neighbor, and are numbered among the heavenly witnesses. It’s probably good to
realize that with canonization someone who was not a saint suddenly becomes a saint,
but is a process by which the church recognizes and affirms that status for a person
who is already a saint in the eyes of God.

This feast is quintessentially Catholic, both in terms of a capital “C” for Catholic
Church, but also in terms of a lower case “c” in terms of universal. At the time of the
Reformation, Protestant rites eliminated prayer to the saints, restricting themselves to
prayer addressed to Father, Son, or Holy Spirit. There was confusion between
adoration, the honor due to God alone, and veneration, the honor given to the saints.
Some elements of the Reformation were iconoclastic. Statues were removed from
churches and litanies to the saints removed from prayer books. Interestingly, the
ordination rite for the Church of England retains the traditional structure of the rite
including a litany. The “litany” there, however, does not address the saints, but has been
transformed into what we are more familiar with as the intercessory prayers of the
faithful. On the other hand, the Catholic Church includes a litany of the saints in liturgies
marking the change in status of a person. We call upon the saints as the family of the
baptized processes to the baptismal font. At an ordination, the ordinand lies prostrate
while the church invokes all the saints in its litany. The same is done at a solemn
religious profession. The vigil for Easter on Holy Saturday night includes a litany of the
saints, again before the baptismal rite.

There are times in the church’s liturgical life when we want everyone to be there and
for all the people of God to pray for us.

Why do we do this? What is the importance of the doctrine of the communion of saints
for the church? In trying to explain this Catholic doctrine to my Protestant friends, I
sometimes compare this belief in the communion of saints to family pictures in the living
room. We keep the memory of those whom we hold dear close. More than that, I think
that in Catholicism the separation between the living and the dead is a thin veil. We live

in loving communion with those who have gone before us in death. We truly believe
that life is not ended in death, but changed.

Furthermore, our connectedness in this communion of saints is intrinsic to our
personal salvation. One of my favorite lines from Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution of
the Church is in Chapter 2: “It has pleased God, however, to sanctify and save men
and women not individually and without regard for a what binds them together, but to
set them up as a people who would acknowledge him in truth and serve him in holiness.”
I like to think of this as a sort of piggyback salvation. When we are weak, we rely on
those who are stronger. Those who are more explicit in their faith are in union with those
whose faith may be unarticulated even to themselves. Mixing my metaphors here, think
of a flock of geese in flight. The head goose breaks the wind and the geese behind are
able to take advantage of the of the wind stream. When the head goose tires, another
goose takes the lead. We are one people and are saved as a people, the weak and the
strong, the saint and the sinner, the faithful and those who perhaps only exercise implicit
faith.

In terms of catholic with a small “c,” the doctrine of the communion of saints reflects
the universal call to holiness. We are all called to be saints regardless of our place in
life. Chapter 5 of the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church says that everyone in the
church is called to holiness (§ 39). This holiness is shown in the fruits of grace which is
the work of the Spirit in the lives of the faithful and is expressed in many different ways.
Lest we think that holiness consists in extraordinary prayer or a life of esoteric
asceticism, the Council defines holiness as “perfection of Charity” (§40), which is to
say, perfection in love. It really comes down to the two great commandments of love of
God and love of neighbor. Pope Francis describes the saints as people through whom
God has passed and who have received the light of God and who have passed this
light on to the world, each according to his or her own “hue.”1

This brings us to today’s Gospel, Jesus’ giving the beatitudes, which is a New
Testament parallel to the gift of the law to Moses on Sinai. The beatitudes give us a
window into some of the many hues of holiness possible in our world. Lucas Chan, a
Jesuit colleague of mine at Marquette University, who tragically collapsed and died in
the theology department at the end of his first year with us at the age of 42, suggested
that one way to read the beatitudes to identify the virtue at the center of each beatitude
in both its individual and social dimensions.2 I share these to open our imaginations to
images of holiness for our time.

For example, the virtue of the poor in spirit is humility. Individually, this means
acknowledging God as the ultimate source and meaning of our lives and understanding
that every possession is at the same time a responsibility. Humility and the voluntary
acceptance of poverty, far from meaning passivity in the face of injustices that cause
poverty, impel us to work to change the infrastructure that leads to a culture of
domination and oppression. In humility we commit ourselves to address these critical
needs and to address their underlying structural causes.

The virtue of those who mourn is solidarity, for to mourn is to subordinate one’s own
comfort and well-being to the suffering of others in order to bring strength and courage
to those who suffer. Mourning and the virtue of solidarity commit us to be involved in
the pains and struggles of the human family. In solidarity we are mindful of the suffering
of all God’s people.

The virtue of meekness requires us to refrain from violence and control in times of
conflict and disagreements. It also extends to our relationship to the environment and
points to a stewardship in contrast to a violent, abusive dominion of our earth. In
meekness we remember the fragility of the earth.

Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness seek first God’s righteousness and
only then to seek the right conduct required by God as a response to unrighteous
human conditions. God’s righteousness is built on personal relationships and is
something that always lies ahead of us, so there is a future element in hungering and
thirsting. The practice of striving for God’s righteousness and not our own requires the
practice of “discernment of spirits.”

Jim Keenan defines the virtue of mercy as “the willingness to enter into the chaos of
another.” Thus, creation is God’s merciful act that brings order into the chaos of the
universe; incarnation is God’s entry into the chaos of human existence; and redemption
is God’s mercy that delivers us from the chaos of slavery to sin. Mercy tempers justice
by taking into account the chaos of the most marginalized. Who of us has not
experienced chaos and the need for God’s and one another’s mercy in the midst of it?

The virtue of the pure in heart is integrity. Integrity conveys a sense of personal
congruence between our “private” and “public” selves. Socially, the virtue of integrity
calls for conversion in doing daily business so that there is more transparency and
honesty in our interactions.

The virtue of peacemaking implies the simultaneous attainment of the virtue of justice,
right relationships and the core virtues of the previous beatitudes.

The eighth beatitude is for those persecuted for righteousness sake. Persecution may
be physical, but it may also involve censorship, marginalization, silencing, shunning, or
exclusion. To bear this joyfully, requires the virtue of gratitude, which some see as the
pivotal virtue of life.

Today, let us be grateful for the saints in our lives who have lived these virtues. All holy
saints of God, pray for us, and show us the way to holiness in our own time and place.
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