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Oil & Wine  Solemnity of All Saints  1 November 2009
• Rev (Apoc) 7:2-4, 9-14  • Ps 24 (23):1-6  • 1 John 3:1-3  Matt 5:1-12

Sunday is always ranked as the first holy day of all days, and the Sunday celebration gives way only to solemnities and feasts of the Lord such as Epiphany, Ascension, Holy Trinity, or the Body and Blood of Christ. We might wonder, therefore, why the Solemnity of All Saints, which this year falls on a Sunday, takes precedence over the Thirty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time. The answer is simple and yet profound: this is the feast of the ‘whole Christ,’ head and members – those who have completed their pilgrimage on earth and rejoice in heaven, and those still living whom Paul refers to so often as ‘the saints’ (e.g. Rom 1:7; Philemon 7)) of the various churches he had founded and who had been baptised into Christ just as we have been. In Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen Gentium), the chapter that immediately follows the first chapter on ‘The Mystery of the Church’ is entitled ‘The People of God.’ It takes precedence over the discussion of the hierarchical structure of the church and over the various lifestyles of its members, clerical, lay and religious, and also speaks of the large, inclusive relationship of the church to those in other churches or ecclesiastical communities (art. 15), to those who have not yet received the gospel (art. 16), and to those who have no explicit knowledge of God, and yet:

 …strive to live a good life, thanks to God’s grace. Whatever goodness or truth is found among them is looked upon by the Church as a preparation for the gospel. She regards such qualities as given by God who enlightens all people so that they may finally have life (art. 16).

So today’s feast is a celebration of thanksgiving for the present as well as memory of the past, a celebration of all those who are now trying to live, or have lived according to the Beatitudes, as we call the gospel that is proclaimed on this feast. We know this gospel so well that it runs the danger of familiarity breeding contempt. Instead of being a radical challenge to the identity and action of followers of Jesus, it can become a life-saving plank to which we cling when we are casting around for a gospel to use at, for example, a school Mass, a funeral, or some other commemorative celebration. But this gospel is not meant for safe paddling; it is more like a high-powered motorboat that carries us forcefully into the deep waters of discipleship.

In the flow of Matthew’s gospel, Jesus has been teaching the crowds and curing the physically and psychotically ill that have been brought to him. These are “the crowds,” along no doubt with four of the twelve disciples who have already been called (Matt 4:18-22), and before whom he takes up a rabbinical teacher’s posture. He does this “up the mountain,” that is not only a physical indicator but also the biblical cue of a wider view to which our eyes need to be directed (as was Vatican II’s in the above quote). What Jesus offers us in the Beatitudes is an alternative view of a world that is worthy to become the kingdom of God. It is a world in which alienating and dehumanising forces are destroyed and people are not anaesthetised but energised by their faith, hope and love. Some translations of the Beatitudes use the word “happy,” but in this context the Greek word makários is better translated as “blessed,” as it offers the sense of being blessed by God because of one’s fidelity as a disciple rather than a subjective feeling that puts a fixed smile on one’s face. The Beatitudes are not just about good behaviour or superficial optimism, but about coming before the face of the living God and the cost of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus – a joy that in some way will be born out of suffering, as it was for Jesus. 

Those who are conscious of their own neediness, of the poverty of their bodies, hearts, or social status, whose basic trust is in God, are called “blessed.” Those who are blessed for mourning are not so much those who are suffering because of private grief but rather those who passionately lament the suffering of the world and can speak the conscience-stirring language of tears to God, to their sisters and brothers, to their society, and to the church. The meek are blessed not because they so often take a perverted pride in belittling themselves (possibly in the hope that someone will contradict this pseudo-opinion!), but because they try to be “gentle and humble in heart” like Jesus (cf. Matt 11:29), and are always ready to help others bear their burdens. They renounce violence in their own small or larger worlds, and stand in solidarity as yoke companions with others – often unobtrusively, always persistently. The hunger and thirst for justice (or righteousness) embraces aspects of the other Beatitudes because it is a blessing on those who strive for right relationships with God, with other people, and with all creation. The call for “mercy, not sacrifice,” echoes through both the Old and New Testaments (e.g. Hos 6:6; Matt 9:13; 12:7). The disciple whose primary trust is in the mercy of God will despise legalisms, empty rituals, and arrogant judgements of others. The blessing on the pure in heart had nothing to do with the sixth and ninth commandments, and everything to do with the ability to see, with the eyes of the heart, the presence of God in unexpected people, places and events. The peacemakers are those who are reconcilers, who try to heal the disruption of painful relationships. The need for peacemakers may be as close as the domestic violence that is hidden behind closed doors with families desperate for support, advice, and intervention where possible and appropriate; it may be the need for healing divisions between ‘them’ and ‘us’ in the parish community; or it may be as far-reaching as conscience-raising and advocacy with regard to racial or ethnic prejudices. Peacemakers, says Jesus, will be called children of God and heirs to the shalom, the peace of heaven. 

Living the Beatitudes will bring persecution in many forms because of the opposition of those who object to having their predictable and comfortable world disturbed. Jesus died because of the way he not only taught but also lived the Beatitudes. They are a foundational review of life for our own discipleship and our own sanctity. They are also a mirror into which we can gaze and see reflected the lives of the “cloud of witnesses” (Heb 12:1), those saints who have gone before us, ‘canonised’ only by their unfailing and often hidden commitment to God, to family and friends, to parish and to prayer, to sufferings accepted and joys welcomed. They are the ‘little ones’ to whom the kingdom of heaven belongs, and from heaven they are still with us in a communion that is too vast to imagine except through faith. This being and becoming is magnificently imaged by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin when he writes:

Since Jesus was born and grew to his full stature, and died, everything has continued to move forward because Christ is not yet fully formed: he has not yet gathered about him the last folds of his robe of flesh and of love which is made up of his faithful followers. The mystical Christ has not yet attained to his full growth; and therefore the same is true of the cosmic Christ. Both of these are simultaneously in the state of being and becoming…

The first reading from the Book of Revelation (the Apocalypse) is a brilliant, symbolic scene of the salvation of God’s elect. Rather than attempt to work out the logic of the vision, we are invited to surrender to the witness that the narrative offers to God’s salvation of his servants. Sealing, numbering and measuring are metaphors for divine favour, and sometimes for the end time deliverance (cf. Eph 1:13; 4:30; Ezek 40).  The number of 144, 000 people who are sealed and saved draws us immediately into the history of salvation. The twelve tribes of Israel and the twelve apostles give us a sense of tradition and fulfilment, and when the square of twelve is multiplied by a thousand, the full complement of salvation is symbolised. Israel becomes church. But that is not all: so that the vision may be inclusive, there is added to this number and embraced in God’s salvation another “great multitude from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages standing before the throne and before the Lamb,” robed in  the white robes of new life and with the palms of victory in their hands. Like the oppressed and insignificant crowd that welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem, they raise their voices in blessing, thanksgiving and praise of God in the New Jerusalem. At Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem the Pharisees had complained that the whole world had “gone after him” (John 12:19), an ironic foreshadowing of this Apocalyptic crowd. Those before the throne of God “have washed” their robes clean in the blood of the Lamb. To make robes clean in the blood of the Lamb is a harsh and startling juxtaposition of ideas, because the awesome purity of the wearers has come at a cost, and expresses the conviction that Jesus continues to suffer in those who, like him, are the victims of the reverse of the Beatitudes. There is no passive image of their robes “being washed,” for the faithful witness of those who are saved demands active acceptance of participation in the sufferings of Jesus so that they might share in his glory.
The responsorial Ps 24 (23) is a confession of faith in God’s creating and sustaining love for the world which prevails against chaos. As the pilgrims prepare to enter the Temple the psalmist suggests no external purificatory rites but prays for ethical cleanness and purity. Only those in right relationship with God and their sisters and brothers, those for whom material goods are not a priority, are worthy to enter into God’s presence and Temple worship. It is not the failure but the aspiration, not the achievement but the yearning and search for God that God longs for.
The reading from the First Letter of John is an exclamation of joyful thanks that we have been numbered among the children of God and will one day in the future know the reality of God that we can only glimpse now by faith. But believers are known to be children of God precisely because they are rejected by ‘the world.” This is not a global, communal devaluing of the world and what is good and beautiful in it, but only a rejection of whatever is opposed to the spirit of Jesus. The children of God are not just to rejoice – and sometimes relax! –in this faith. The first reading has given us a vision of what awaits us when we see the reality of God in the kingdom; the gospel of the Beatitudes tells us how we are to live the moral and ethical imperatives now for the sake of this not yet fully revealed reality. 
Gregory the Great begins his life of St Benedict by saying that: “There was a man whose life was holy. His name was Benedict, and he was blessed by grace and by name.” The gospel for All Saints is the same as that read on Benedict’s feast day. To share in the kingdom of God (cf. RB Prol 50) and the goal of hastening to our heavenly home (RB 73.8-9) are the bookends around Benedict’s Rule, for he longs for everyone to also be blessed by grace and by name.
