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I imagine that not too many people in our community know that the week preoccupied by 

a horse race begins with this other celebration of arguably greater significance – that of 

All Saints. Moreover, should the phrase ‘All Saints’ once again conceivably enter the 

public arena, it would most probably be understood as being a day to remember dead 

Roman Catholics. 

The differences between these two celebrations are indeed profound. Like every other 

sporting event, the outcome of the Melbourne Cup is to divide those taking part into 

winners and losers. There is not much consolation in coming second or third, much less 

last. Here as in so much else in life it is a case of winner takes all. 

The festival of All Saints could hardly be more different, not least in the fact that the 

possibility of winning is spread over a much larger field, and losers prove to be only 

those who disqualify themselves. So it is right and proper that All Saints Day should be 

celebrated – a day on which we are invited to look backwards in remembrance, but also 

forwards in anticipation. 

Being linked to the past and expecting a future – both invitations are ours on All Saints 

Day.  It therefore shines a penetrating light on the mundane experiences of every day. 

It is significant to be reminded today that in the Apostles’ Creed belief in the communion 

of Saints is related to God the Holy Spirit. Just as the One the Church calls the Word of 

God takes a body by the power of the Spirit from Mary, so the Spirit too takes a body in 

the reality of the Church, and the reality of Church is immediately announced as the 

communion of Saints. So we confess: 

“I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy Catholic Church, the communion of saints…:  

It is said of a Russian Orthodox priest who found himself present at a number of 

Protestant worship services that he was provoked to offer this pertinent comment: ‘Your 

heaven is so empty’. What in part he was drawing attention to was the loss of realization 

today that where we are, and who we are, cannot be understood apart from those who 

went before, and, we might add, those who will come after. 

The reasons for this loss are many and varied. For one, the shadow of the controversy of 

Saints Days in the past - with shrines and relics and prayers for protection and so on – 

compromised the centrality of the suffering of Christ. Another reason can be traced to the 

fact that Protestantism came into being at a time in our history when great stress was laid 

on human individuality rather than our consciousness of being primarily a community of 

persons. That is still a contemporary idolatry. So we have not found it easy – to use the 

Orthodox priest’s words – to people our heaven. 



Yet a few moments reflection should bring home to us the fact that by far the greater part 

of the Christian family is ‘in heaven’, or to put it in more everyday language, to have 

reached their goal. Of this we surely need no reminder. The last few years have brought 

home to us as a congregation that today is a day of real poignancy. The presence of the 

absences of those whom we have so deeply loved is still raw for virtually all of us, as 

doubtless is equally true for most ageing congregations. 

So it is that as we reflect on today’s readings, we become aware again of just how much 

words must act as symbols, and of how these realities must take shape in powerful 

images. Today, especially, is this true of the Book of Daniel. To be sure, the reality of 

persecution is somewhat confronting, even though historically persecution has been ever 

present for both Israel and Church. Today we hear of Daniel’s four beasts – in that day 

we are told a troubling and terrifying public reality attached first to a Babylonian 

captivity presumed to be enduring – but remember there are another three beasts to come 

– the Medes, the Persians and the Greeks; politically it seems the more things change, the 

more they stay the same - which surely does not surprise us! Nevertheless the temporary 

nature of all four oppressors is already underscored by the promise of a permanent 

kingdom given to the holy ones of the Most High, a kingdom received and possessed 

forever and ever. 

Daniel’s world and ours could scarcely be more different. His was a world of manifest 

persecution. That is not now our fate, or is it? Yesterday The Age offered an article 

entitled “Age of Intolerance: the War on Religion” repeating the 2010 prediction of the 

Catholic Cardinal of Chicago in so overtly a Christian America of all places: “I expect to 

die in bed, my successor will die in prison, and his successor will die a martyr in the 

public square”.  Alarmist your might conclude. Perhaps, but such is the success of the 

crusading secular dictatorship that a minor amendment is at least plausible:  

“We can expect to die in bed, our grandchildren of faith may conceivably die in prison, 

and their grandchildren in the public square”.  

If this be anywhere like a foreseeable Christian future for a so-called first-world country - 

knowing as we do that such is already being endured by Christians in Syria, Africa, Egypt 

and Indonesia to name but few - then a text like that of Ephesians this morning is thrown 

into ever greater relief. We have read this text in our lifetime - and that of our parents and 

grandparents and beyond - in days of public protection and ecclesiastical triumphalism 

that must never be taken for granted. We need to prepare ourselves to read it in days that 

are likely to be increasingly uncomfortable, when whatever promising future is 

anticipated will never be because of ourselves, but solely because as the opening verse 

puts it: ‘In Christ we have obtained the inheritance’.   

Finally it is significant that we read in the gospel of Luke today what we call the 

Beatitudes on the celebration of All Saints. We do so because, although in the form of 

blessing and woes - and that they are addressed to disciples specifying the shape of 

discipleship - they properly describe the life of Christ himself as the prototype of such 

achievement. For the fact is that he embodies the blessings, and repudiates the seductive 

woes, that the beatitudes describe. And that brought him to the Cross and so to its 

vindication of Easter Day. But the point is that his fulfilment is destined to be the 

fulfilment also of his faithful and obedient community, so binding the Lord to his people.  



Today we join ourselves to those in whose lives we have both witnessed, and been 

shaped by, what they too inherited, confident that theirs is already the Kingdom of God: 

they are now comforted - remembering that comfort, con-fortis, really means fortitude, 

strength – comfort is not a sentimental word!; they have already inherited the promised 

land of the Kingdom of God; they are already filled with the joy of the messianic 

banquet; they are truly possessed of the mercy of God. 

But All Saints Day not only encourages us to look to the past, it also anticipates a future, 

even one though in human terms appearing to be increasingly bleak in the West. We can 

get so used to speaking of ‘the early Church’, meaning by it the past, that it comes as 

something of a shock to grasp that in fact, in God’s time, even if not for ours,  we are still 

very much the early Church. After all, it is only something over 700,000 days since the 

beginning of Christianity – that’s nothing, a mere grain of sand in the history of the world 

even, not to speak of the calendar of God. 

Therefore All Saints Day encourages us just as much to understand ourselves as ‘the 

early Church’, to whom the ages yet unborn may yet be joined. 

For these reasons, All Saints Day is a great day in the calendar – far eclipsing the 

Melbourne Cup –the comparison is ludicrous. Yet that is how we make the insignificant a 

focus, and lose sight of what is crucial. 

So the comment of the Orthodox priest must be taken to heart: we must ‘people our 

heaven’ and we must see to it that we ourselves are worthy of being incorporated into that 

whole company of the people of God. 

That great but, like us, equally flawed Christian of an earlier century, Martin Luther, once 

said: ‘You cannot see the Church, even if you put on glasses’. This assurance will 

increasingly be something always worth holding on to. But God can see the Church, and 

that is ultimately all that matters.  And this is why, for us, All Saints Day is crucial. 

*** 


