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All Saints (Byzantine) 2011 

1st SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST — Tone 8. All Saints. Holy Apostle Jude, the brother of 
the Lord (ca. 80 A.D.). Ven. Barlaam of Shenkursk (1462). Martyrs Zosimas the soldier at 
Antioch in Pisidia (2nd c.). Ven. Paisius the Great (5th c.). St. John the Solitary of Jerusalem (6th 
c.). Ven. Paisius of Chilandari (Bulgarian—18th c.). Repose of St. Job, Patriarch of Moscow and 
All Rus (1607). 
 

The Feast of All Saints- the Sunday after Pentecost- a celebration of the multiplicity of 

ways in which the Spirit of God calls human beings to receive Christ and to follow Him.  

All Saints is a celebration of the “holy ones”, and throughout our history there have been 

“holy ones” of almost every variety and stripe- from desert ascetics like St. Mary of 

Egypt, to princes like St. Constantine the Great and St. Alexander Nevsky, to 

contemplatives like St. Francis of Assisi and St. Seraphim of Sarov, to martyrs like SS. 

Perpetua and Felicity, to soldiers and close friends like SS Sergius and Bacchus, to 

bishops like St. Irenaeus of Lyons and philosophers like St. Justin Martyr.  The Church 

of God has been filled with all types and all kinds of people who have achieved a 

“holiness” which has made them memorable for us in one way or another. 

 

Whatever else those whom we call “saints” have done, they did what the disciples in 

today’s gospel did- they followed Christ.  Who they were and what they had did not 

prevent them to following after Him. The “leaving” of property and family for “My name’s 

sake” that Jesus talks about in the gospel didn’t necessarily mean permanent 

separation from what or who was left behind, as indicated by the various references 

throughout the gospel to Peter’s mother-in-law, to the mother of James and John, and 

to “the house” that Jesus and his disciples seem to use (whether it Peter’s or was it 
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Jesus’ house is unclear).  But it did mean a reordering of priorities and cultural norms 

and a restructuring of relationships in the lives of the first disciples and of the Saints of 

God throughout the centuries.  It they had not followed after Jesus, the holy ones would 

not have looked like they did. 

 

And what did they look like?  What does “holiness” look like.  That’s a bit like asking 

what color is the rainbow.  There is no single pattern to holiness or with the holy ones of 

God.  They became who they were through the Spirit of God working in and with the 

realities of their lives.  Real holiness, as distinct from plastic holiness, always begins 

with who a person is.  That’s where the Spirit of God does the real work- working with 

the truth of a human being.   There is a deep connection between holiness, the Spirit of 

Truth and the truth of my life. That’s why “truth” always begins with the truth about me”, 

and does not begin with a set of ideas outside of me.  When we focus on the outside 

stuff to the exclusion of our own interior lives, in one way or another we’re engaged in a 

mental trick that we often use for trying to avoid dealing with the “real me”.   

 

But if you don’t know yourself and if you don’t love yourself, you can’t be in a loving 

relationship with God. That’s often why people find it easier to be in a relationship with 

the idea of God, rather than with the living God.  If I keep on trying to hide the real me, 

then I can’t bring myself- the real me- into the relationship.  The authentic me- warts and 

blisters and failings and everything- needs to be there in the relationship.  I- the real I- 

need to come to the table and share the feast, to share communion, and to share love.  

That’s why finding the true self, the real self, which is often hidden far away in some 
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concealed room of our interior lives, is so important to rediscover.  But that rediscovery  

can be a long and arduous part of spiritual growth, growth into holiness. 

 

I’ve noticed among the seminarians at the beginning of their formation, they often say 

that they want to be is a “good and holy priest”.  It sounds so devout, so pious, and 

often what they seem to have in mind is an ideal or an idea of some kind of what 

holiness looks like in the life of somebody else.  Usually I say in response, “why don’t 

you begin with just working at becoming a decent human being; that’s the first step to 

holiness”.  And being a decent human being begins with facing and working with the 

truth of one’s own life.  As the seminarians go through the formation process, they are 

forced to do this hard work, and if they genuinely grow, the pious language frequently 

dissipates.   

 

This, it seems to me, is the first and the most important realization on the path to 

holiness- God begins with the truth who we really are. . .  and we need to begin there as 

well. 

 

Trying to fit either ourselves or either people into some kind of straitjacket or stereotype 

of holiness is always a temptation.  I remember one day when our eldest son Nicholas 

came back from his Catholic grade school- he must have been in about 7th grade.  All 

his friends were engaged in the process of choosing a patron saint for confirmation.  

One of his friends wanted “Alexander Nevsky” as his patron.   As a teenage boy he had 

found something in the life of St. Alexander with which he could identity.  That’s a good 
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thing! But the nun who was responsible for the class refused to allow him to take St. 

Alexander Nevsky as his patron, because Alexander Nevsky had been a soldier and 

was violent, and he was “eastern” anyway.  She suggested “St. Therese of the Little 

Flower” instead.  Nicholas, I remember, was outraged on behalf of his friend, because it 

seemed like a betrayal of masculine identity in favor of a stereotypical and limited 

understanding of holiness.  The choice: an affirmation of the boy’s identity or an 

affirmation Christian holiness. But you couldn’t have both. At least, that’s the way it 

seemed.  Nicholas’ friend, like so many of his friends, left the church by the time high 

school was over. 

 

If the pathway to holiness begins with the truth about myself, what is it that can meet 

that truth, encounter that truth, and so shape and change, the truth about myself?  It is 

another truth, another message.  It is the message of the “glad tidings”, the “gospel”, of 

Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah.  And it is always glad tidings- a message of joy.  Far, 

far too often Christianity has been reduced and compressed into a religious system of 

obligation, of morality, and of fear- what was called “the Catholic sickness”- the maladie 

catholique- by French psychiatrists towards the end of the 19th century.   

 

As Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger so aptly put it, the “joylessness, the cramped 

scrupulosity, the narrowness of spirit”, the almost “exclusive concentration” on the 4th 

and 6th commandments- and so on authority and purity- seem to be the most telling 

refutation of what Christianity truly is. And it renders individuals incapable of free self-

development.  When this happens, even Christian selflessness degenerates into a loss 
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of the self and a denial of love.  Faith then leads, not to freedom, but to rigidity and an 

absence of freedom.  While egoism needs to be overcome, Ratzinger argues, real self-

acceptance must be discovered- Aha! Here we are- back to the truth about ourselves!  

The “Catholic sickness”, he says, results from trying to live only on what is thought to be 

the “supernatural” level of life to the exclusion of the self.  This is not holiness.  It’s a 

sickness. 

 

Yet, it is also true that we are a mystery to ourselves.  By ourselves, left to our own 

devices, we cannot come to terms with ourselves, with who we really are.  We are too 

complex, too broken, too ambiguous.  We can love ourselves only if we have first been 

loved by someone else.  We need to hear another one say to us, “It is good that you are 

alive.  It is good that you exist.”  Every human being longs to hear those words.  And we 

need to allow this message to sink deep into the core of our unconsciousness, into the 

depths of our souls.  This is the heart of the gospel, the glad tidings.  The cross and 

resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth tell us that we are indeed loved, that we are loved in 

truth, that we are loved unto death by God.  And if God so loves us, then we are truly 

loved, and life is worth living.  All genuine holiness must pass through this gateway. 

(Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic Theology, pp. 76-81) 

 

If I never hear this message, if I never allow this message, this evangelium, to touch 

me, to shape me, to change me, to challenge me, to confront me, to support me, then I 

will never know the holiness of God.  I may be moral, I may be upright, I may be good, I 

may be disciplined, I may be obedient, but I will not be holy. 
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Remember the words of Jesus, “Be perfect/complete, just as your heavenly Father is 

perfect/complete”.  To find my completion, my “perfection”, my purpose, my end, two 

things need to meet- the truth of myself and the truth about myself that God speaks to 

me in Jesus Christ- “it is good that you are alive”.  When these two truths come 

together, an explosion in the Spirit is possible.  That’s what the feast of All Saints is 

celebrating! 

 


