Homily for All Saints
Rv. 7: 2-4, 9-14
Ps. 24; 1b-4b, 5-6
I Jn. 3: -3
Mt. 5: 1-12a


“These are the ones who have survived the great testing.”


This day on our church calendar year, I suspect, grows all the more precious to us all the older we get, for the number of those dear to us now “Marked with the Seal” grows more robust with each passing year. For each of them, we light candles as we remember them every All Saints Sunday. This remembering is of the very essence of our faith. As we affirm in the Creed, we believe in the communion of saints!

Have you ever thought about the fact that the very idea of the communion of saints is counter-cultural? The great Catholic theologian, Sister Elizabeth Johnson, reminds us in her book, Friends of God and Prophets, that modern secular culture literally eschews relationship with the dead. The modern secular view is that dead is dead! fOn the other hand,  the communion of saints links and connects the living and the dead so that past generations, now alive in God, are included in our consciousness as companions – together with us, a living community of memory and hope – who support us in the  living of the beatitudes proclaimed in Matthew Chapter 5 today, and in promoting the transformation of church and society in accord with God’s compassionate love and care. 

The example of the saints (both great and small, those well known to many as well as the more obscure, known only to a few) helps us to recover memory lost or distorted by the corruption of our earthly institutions.  The memory of the saints who have gone before helps us to interpret reality anew – and most importantly, to read the signs of the times from the margins rather than from the center of power. Being grounded in the communion of saints helps us to recognize that the Holy One (to whom we all belong) connects us and strengthens us in our justice work. Yes, the subversive memory of those who have gone before connects us, inspires us, gives us hope to challenge the present, bringing to mind a future yet to unfold! This is at the core of our Catholic faith.

Yet, the question inevitably arises, says Johnson: Do the dead live on only in the memory of those still living on earth? Or do they live on in some way unimaginable to us? Do they themselves also live anew by the power of the vivifying Spirit of God? The ancient church teaching of the communion of saints shifts our gaze beyond death to the promise of eternal communion in the life of God. It serves as a great symbol of convergence (as in the 144,000 in today’s first reading)-  a great bringing together of all who belong to God - beyond the boundaries of time and space – something that we who currently live in time and space cannot begin to imagine – persons continuing to exist as themselves after death, finding definitive fulfilment in God. Elizabeth Johnson quotes her mentor , the great Karl Rahner, SJ, who said that, at death, the soul becomes - not acosmic (or unrelated to the cosmos), but pan-cosmic (totally transcending the world – more deeply and ultimately related to the ground of the world – indeed the Ground of All Being!) whose love is for the whole cosmos. We can begin to imagine the soul being freed to become open towards the whole universe and all created beings as part of God’s ground of being, with all of whom and which we are in relationship. 

In the 1960’s, the documents of Vatican Council II addressed the subject of the presence of God rendered visible in the world through the saints. “In the lives of holy people, God vividly manifests both divine presence and the divine face….God speaks to us in them.” (Lumen Gentium no. 50) So, today’s approach to the communion of saints is expanded to consider that persons (shall we say, saints?) – both living and dead - are not just relational, but are actually constituted by their relationships. The people of South Africa have a name for this concept: it is called Ubuntu: “I am because we are, and we are because I am.” In other words, to be an isolated person is a contradiction in terms! 


All are in relationship with God whose Love is never-ending, so that even in the shattering of death, one is held in communion by this relationship of Love, which always and everywhere creates anew – in this world and beyond. The life of all of the saints – both living and dead - remains present to God, thus maintaining our relationship to one another across time and space. Another great feminist theologian, Rosemary Radford Ruether, has put it this way: “Like bread tossed on the water, we can be confident that our creative work will be nourishing to the community of life, even as we relinquish our small self back into the Great Self.” Those who abide in God eternally are very much a part of the Spirit’s energy shared with those on earth. And it is not unreasonable to expand that symbol of our divine connectedness through the Spirit to include other living creatures, ecosystems and the whole universe itself. Interconnectedness, we are discovering, means that everything is connected to everything else, and it all flourishes or withers together!

In the end, our understanding of the communion of saints must be about hope. Hope says that we are now and will always be together with those who have gone before us, and all who will come after us.    This hope, we believe, is not a mere projection driven  by our wishes for immortality in the face of death. Rather, it is an interpretation rising out of our present experience of the Spirit’s life-giving effects that dares to call them foretastes of something we cannot yet comprehend on the way to fulfillment. And so, with all the angels and saints, we sing God’s praise!
Amen.
