
Sunday, 1 November 2020 
All Saints Day 

 

1 
 

+ In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

There are three days of the church year when we are called to think about the spiritual 

world of the dead. Yesterday it was All Hallow’s Eve, that time when tradition teaches that 

the veil between worlds is thinnest, that the dead may visit the living. It is from this 

tradition that the practice of wearing scary masks and costumes came about. The masks 

were worn to conceal the identity of the living from the dead, because not only did the 

more welcome presence of the deceased ancestors visit the living, but the evil spirits also 

entered the world of the living. The scary masks kept the living safe, and only the family 

ancestors were invited into the homes. 

The practice of trick or treating derived from the late mediaeval Christian practice in Ireland 

and Britain of ‘souling,’ where children from poor families went from door to door singing 

and praying for the dead in return for cakes, fruit and coins.  These days, like all the old 

religious traditions, it has become commercialised to a point where it barely resembles its 

roots. Although it may be challenging to see it this way, Hallowe’en is a traditional religious 

event which provides Christians with an opportunity to rebuild the sorely lacking local 

communities of suburban Australian cities, especially if it is done with proper teaching and 

due care for children. 

Commercialised Hallowe’en represents the same lack of connection with traditional 

teaching as the Easter bunny worship and chocolate fests of Easter and the out of 

proportion spending on presents at Christmas. Without the teaching and connection with 

tradition, which in all three of these instances, Christmas, Easter and All Hallows, belongs to 

the church, the proper meaning is lost. 

A few years ago, the Catholic Church tried to push back against the commercialisation of 

Hallowe’en by renaming it ‘Holy Ween’ and getting children to dress up as saints. I don’t 

think it was a successful project because children much prefer to dress up as scary things 

because it is more fun. The proper tradition of Hallowe’en is far richer and calls us to 
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address the presence of evil in the world, which is something we all encounter in life and 

we all need sound teaching to deal with it, not more confusion. 

Following the Eve of All Hallows on the 31 October we celebrate All Hallows Day, or All 

Saints Day on the 1 November. This is a day when we recall the saints. Understanding the 

meaning of a saint is not easy. They are probably not the remote figures of colourful books 

with soft features and haloes. They are definitely good people, and in order to become one 

a person must first be beatified, that is, officially named blessed, like the ones Jesus teaches 

about in the sermon on the mount: the poor in spirit, the mourners, the meek, the ones 

hungering and thirsting for justice, the merciful, the pure in heart, the persecuted. These 

must then pass strict criteria, including miracles proved by those who have prayed for their 

intercession.  

Our tradition tells us that saints point the way to God by their mode of living and utter 

devotion to God. It is a mistake to pray to a saint, because to do so would be to ascribe to a 

saint the status of God. Only God can enact the miracle. The saint can only intercede that 

the miracle be so done by God.  

Are saints the ones robed in white from the Book of Revelation? These ones we learn from 

today’s passage have emerged from the great ordeal to stand before the throne of God, 

alongside angels and elders and the four living creatures who are so obscure they cannot be 

named. As I thought about this passage during the week I wondered if the great ordeal was 

just living a human life. Suffering and trial are so much a part of what it means to be human 

and at times our lives seem like an ordeal to be endured. Jesus knew what it was like to be 

fully human. His suffering and trial were the greatest ordeal, and we know he emerged to 

stand in the full face of God in the day of resurrection.  

It is difficult to work out the meaning of the cosmic imagery of the Book of Revelation. It is 

steeped in symbolism and comes from the worldview of an era very different from our 

own. However, the book is included in the canon of biblical literature because it represents 
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the truth of God as determined by the witness of the faithful. As so we are challenged to 

engage with it. 

And so, we are called to ask if the scene generated in the passage from Revelation is an 

image of the other side of judgement? Is it the kingdom of heaven? Is this what you want 

the kingdom of heaven to look like? I am not sure I want it to look like this. Or is this image 

what will be in the ever after just for the saints, the special ones chosen by God, robed in 

white, purified in the blood of the Lamb, emerged into a new state after whatever might 

amount to the great ordeal?  

The cosmic imagery from Revelation is challenging, but calls us to think about the world 

beyond, the realm of spirit and unimpeded communion with God. For the robed figures, be 

they saints or ordinary people after judgement day, the things that make them human have 

gone. No longer do they hunger or thirst or feel physical or emotional pain. They will 

worship God continually and the desires and emotions that dominate our human state will 

be gone.  

I think that when many people think about death and the life hereafter they become 

uneasy because the heavenly images, especially from Revelation, aren’t comforting. And so, 

we come to the third day of our confronting the spiritual world, All Souls Day, which is 2 

November.  

Despite all the advances human beings have made in several thousand years, are we any 

better at dealing with death? I wonder if it is harder these days to understand what might 

happen after death than in the time the Book of Revelation was composed, when the 

hierarchical cosmos was more simplistic? 

These days people come up with all sorts of weird ideas about what happens after death to 

try and account for the fact that these days we can explain the cosmos in rational, scientific 

terms. Ideas such as ‘an unending relationship with the universe,’ or returning to stardust, 

even if theologically and scientifically likely, offer little in terms of comfort for the dying and 
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the bereaved. The simple cosmos of the bible seems much better. There, heaven is a 

physical place. God is seated on a throne. There are angels and strange creatures, people 

robed in white. There is some comfort in that, especially if we don’t think too hard about 

the removal of human emotions and experiences like the white robed ones in Revelation. 

Ancient people used to envisage an eternal banquet with the gods. Egyptians even packed 

things to use in the afterlife, never imagining their expensive tombs would be plundered, 

sometimes before the tomb was even sealed, and that centuries later their mummified 

bodies would be on display in museum exhibits.  

So where is the comfort in death? Is it really nothing more than annihilation, or dispersal 

into the elements of the universe? All human experience concurs that we want more than 

that. Every tradition has an afterlife, a promise of something else. Ours is resurrection from 

the dead following the model of Jesus on the cross. The words of Jesus comfort us. He is the 

way and the truth and the life. He shows us to heaven, and even when we can’t conceive 

what it is like, that we hope it is something more than the gathering of people in white 

robes around the throne of God, devoid of human feeling, we still hope it is there. And we 

know it is there, because God became manifest to the world to say that it is there. God will 

not abandon us at our end. Faith teaches us that heaven is there.  

And so we pray for the dead in heaven, for the souls of the departed, with faith in the 

resurrection and the anticipation of new life in God, the kingdom of heaven, where all life 

returns to its source. + And may the souls of all the departed through the love and mercy of 

God, rest in peace. Amen.  


