All Saints Day 2017 (St Lawrence’s, 9.30)
I wonder if any of you harbour a secret desire to become a celebrity? If so, you might like a
bit of advice. If you want to achieve celebrity status, it’s not enough to be famous. Richard
Branson was famous as a successful business man – but he only became a celebrity
when he took his hot-air balloon around the world. As someone has said, if you want to be
a celebrity, it’s not enough to be well-known – you have to be well-known for being wellknown!
Another thing you’ll need to know is that, while you may achieve some degree of celebrity,
it might not be enough for you. It’s just possible you may end up as a very minor celebrity
– confined to what is known as list D. You see there’s actually a hierarchy of celebrity
status. And you may decide that it’s really not worth the effort if you’re going to end up on
anything other than list A.
But even if you don’t have the ambition to become a celebrity yourself, it’s pretty clear that
people today seem to be obsessed with the whole cult of celebrity. Our news bulletins
keep us up to date with what society’s celebrities are doing; and magazines that offer
photographs and revelations about the private lives of celebrities are hugely popular. In
fact, it’s easy to get the impression that no-one else matters, that the highest form of life is
lived by those who have celebrity status.
But we don’t have to buy in to this culture, and the Feast of All Saints reminds us that
celebrity status isn’t that important after all – in fact, it isn’t the least little bit important.
Of course, some of those saints we remember today do have a kind of celebrity status –
some, like St George and St Andrew, have been adopted as patron saints of a country;
others have achieved fame through their relics being housed in a church, cathedral or
monastery and put on display for veneration by visiting pilgrims.

I remember viewing St Teresa of Avila’s heart and one of her fingers when I was at a youth
event in Spain. And the same saint’s staff (or walking stick) attracted hundreds of pilgrims
when it toured Ireland a few years ago.
But even saints who are well-known today would certainly not have been considered
‘celebrities’ in their own day. And, of course, the vast majority of saints we celebrate today
have never attracted any publicity or won any formal recognition during their lifetime. They
are people who have simply kept the Christian faith, and kept it alive, usually in very
undramatic ways. You’ll certainly have known some of them yourselves. Just think for a
moment of those people who have made a lasting impression on you and helped to form
your faith. Perhaps they did this by their generosity and selflessness; perhaps because of
the encouragement they gave you on your own journey of faith. Perhaps because they
displayed a really infectious joy in life – a joy that helped you to experience what it means
to be surrounded by God’s goodness. What about that Sunday School teacher or Youth
leader who accompanied you during your early years in the church? And what about that
person who was there for you at a crucial time? These are the people we want to celebrate
today, because the Feast of All Saints declares: these people matter. They matter
because they endeavoured to live Godly, Christ-centred lives. They matter because they
achieved in some measure something that every Christian is called to strive for – personal
holiness.
The great Christian teachers tell us that it’s not enough just to ‘get through’ life, and to get
through it without hurting others or getting too bruised ourselves. It’s not enough just to
avoid doing evil; and it’s not enough just trying to be ‘good people’. Our Lord commends
these ways of living, but he calls us to something more – he calls us to be holy.

To be holy. To establish roots that reach down deeply into God, and feed off God’s love
and energy through prayer and worship. To follow in the footsteps of Christ, which tread
the path of selflessness and self-sacrifice.
So we thank God today for all those people who have responded to Christ’s call in this
way. Some will be remembered by many; some will be remembered by just a few; some
will be remembered by no-one at all. But we know that when the world comes to see
history from God’s perspective we shall realise that, although not celebrities, these have
been the truly important people – people who by their, often hidden, lives of holiness will
have helped save the world.
But the Feast of All Saints is not just about giving thanks for such people. It also assures
us that we live in a special relationship with them.
You and I belong to the communion of faithful ones; to the ‘communion of saints’ as we
say in the Creed. This communion, or family, binds together all the faithful – living and
departed. Death simply doesn’t have the power to separate those who are in Christ from
one another; in Him, they maintain a deep communion, whether they’re in heaven or on
earth.
But what exactly does this communion mean? Perhaps this is where one of those human
faculties that Christians all too often treat as ‘suspect’ comes into play. This is the faculty
of imagination – our God-given ability to form concepts of things which we can’t actually
prove yet which are consistent with reality. So it’s not ‘pie in the sky’ to think of the faithful
ones, the saints, who have gone before us caring about the faithful ones living on earth
today – caring about each one of us. It’s not ‘pie in the sky’ to think of them praying for us,
strengthening us when we seek their assistance, sharing their God-given joy with us. It’s
not ‘pie in the sky’ to express our love for them by venerating, by honouring them, by
giving praise for what God has shown us through them. And if it’s true that imitation is the

sincerest form of veneration and praise, then our communion with them is strengthened as
we try to imitate them, taking their example of holiness as the pattern for our own lives.
So this Feast of All Saints invites us to take heart from words we sung in our first hymn:
‘The Church on earth hath …. mystic, sweet communion with those whose rest is won.’
And from these words which we’ll sing in our final hymn: ‘O blest communion, fellowship
divine! We feebly struggle, they in glory shine; yet all are one in Thee, for all are Thine.
Alleluia!’
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