
A thought for All Saints 

 

When I was  about 10, I was walking home from school one day when another boy I vaguely knew 
fell into step with me and asked quite out of the blue, “Are you holy?”   

I didn’t know at the time and I still don’t know whether he was asking about how virtuous I was or 
whether, as I suspect, he simply wanted to know if I went to church.  But either way the question has 
lingered with me over all these years.  “Holiness” is of course an attribute of God, it refers to God’s 
apartness and perfection.  But God wants us to reflect that holiness. In the Old Testament Book of 
Leviticus, God tells the people of Israel, “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy”, a 
command repeated by St Peter, “Just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do.”  It seems 
that the way we are expected to live follows from what God has made us.  

So we can take it for granted that our way of life  should match up  the wonderful things we profess 
in church.   In one of his Easter sermons, St Augustine preached on some words from Psalm 149 
“Sing to the Lord a new song.” He explained how a new faith needed a new song, and he challenged 
his congregation, “Look, you tell me, I am singing. Yes indeed, you are singing; you are singing 
clearly, I can hear you. But make sure that your life does not contradict your words.” 

St Paul began many of his letters with greetings to the saints, that is to say “God’s holy ones” in 
whatever place he was writing to.  Obviously, like St Augustine, he hoped that their lives lived up to 
their calling, but it is interesting to notice that his description of them as “saints” did not depend on 
that.  They were saints, holy, for no other reason than that they were “in Christ”: that is to say, they 
were members of the Church, the community that existes purely and simply because of Jesus and 
the witness borne to him by those who had been with him in his earthly life and to whom he had 
appeared after his resurrection.   

Even today, I think I would stumble to give an adequate answer to the question, “Are you holy?” but 
I am certain that it should involve both “yes” and “no”.  “Yes”, I am already holy, a saint, because 
God has made me a member of Christ’s mystical body, the Church; but “no” because that inner truth 
of my being is only imperfectly shown in my outward life. 

Any holiness we may claim is the holiness of Christ.  It is only by being united with him that we can 
“be holy as our heavenly Father is holy”.  That means that being a saint is both incredibly easy and 
incredibly difficult.   

It is easy because once we put our complete trust and confidence in Christ, we are united not only 
with him but also with every other believer and above all with the one God and Father of us all. 

It is difficult because although our holiness is already real and objective it needs to be fleshed out in 
the way we live our lives.   

On All Saints’ Day we celebrate the triumph of God's grace in the lives of all his saints.   

That includes of course all what we might call the “big” saints, those in the church’s calendar, in 
whom that triumph has been most obvious, but also and today most especially those countless 
thousands of men, women and children whose life stories and even names are unknown to us, in 
whom God’s grace triumphed and whose heavenly reward is God's own secret at present.  Their very 
hiddenness is an encouragement to us.  If they could become saints, why not you and I?  And it’s also 
a challenge.  If they could become saints, why not you and I? 


