 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
November 1: All Saints (Apoc 7:2-4, 9-14)


VENERATION OF THE SAINTS

When we talk about saints' feasts, we mean simply a joyful celebration of the day of their death, because we consider it to be the day of their birth into everlasting life with God.


The twelve tribes of Israel in St John's vision represent the entire Assembly of God's holy people, his saints. The fact that twelve thousand were sealed with the mark of God's choice from each of the twelve tribes means that God raises saints in all times and places.


The number of official saints’ feasts gets out of hand whenever they clutter up the Church's calendar and distract attention from the central celebrations of our redemption.  The essential celebrations are the birth of Jesus, his public life, his last eventful days, his death, resurrection and ascension to his Father, the coming of his Holy Spirit, and our anticipation of Christ's coming at the end of time.


These vitally important events have to stand out in the Church's celebrations each year and nothing is allowed to eclipse them. The feasts of our Lord Jesus Christ are carefully woven into the seasons of the Church's year (Advent, Lent, Easter and Pentecost), together with the feast days of a selection of saints.


The reason for celebrating saints' feasts has always been to illustrate the living out of Christ's life in the lives of exemplary men and women. We honour them as exceptionally Christ like people and we appeal to them to help us achieve the same goal.


Today, we honour all persons who are sharing eternal life with God, whether or not they are formally canonised by the Church, and even regardless of whether they are still living on earth or deceased.


Public veneration is given only to saints officially recognised by the Church after their death. We find these saints listed in the Church's calendar. A Mass is set down for a particular day of the year when we thank God for his great work in his saint, and we ask Him to achieve the same success in us.


Private veneration may be given to anyone alive or deceased, provided we have moral certainty of their heroic Christ likeness. Our deceased parents, for example, may well be considered by us personally to have proved themselves exceptionally Christ like.


Today's feast beautifully combines both public and private veneration of the saints, which is entirely different from the adoration we give to God alone. If our devotion to the saints is genuine, it always leads us to more perfect worship of God.


The saints chosen for the calendar are intended to represent the whole Church at different times and places. So, some feasts have been removed completely and others have been limited to observance in particular places where they have been locally venerated.


There are reasons for the removal or the limitation. There may be serious doubt about the historical basis for observing the feast (people these days are much more critical about historical and scientific facts than they used to be). Or the saint may not be significant outside a limited region.


For these reasons, forty feasts were eliminated from the Church's calendar. This does not mean that forty saints were declared non-existent, or that the person was not in fact an heroic Christian. You may remember the newspaper banners: "Pope Axes 40 Saints" "Pope Liquidates Old Favourites," which is nonsense. Probably, you have never heard of most of these saints, let alone had devotion to them. They are mostly very obscure names from the first three centuries, e.g. Telesphorus, Hyginus, Faustinus and Jovita. But you are still free to practise private veneration for any or all of them.


Many of those names were removed from the calendar because all that is known about them is merely their name, and this means too little to Christians today, in comparison with the many other well documented saints.


Ninety-two saints' feasts have been made optional for particular places such as the diocese or country in which the saint lived and died. Anyone outside that place may still practise devotion to that saint. But the Mass for the feast day doesn't appear in the Church's calendar outside a particular region.


Sixty saints' days are ordered for observance every year in every church of the Roman rite. A number of other saints’ days are optional throughout the Roman rite. That means that the priest or people may choose to celebrate the Mass honouring them on the particular day assigned in the calendar.


Rearrangement in the calendar of saints demonstrates the occurrence of heroic Christians at all times and places, which is the message of today's reading from the Apocalypse.


With all due reverence, we could compare the task of selecting the calendar of saints of the universal Church to selecting a sports team to represent Australia. The fact that many players are not selected doesn't mean that they cease to exist or that they are hopeless players. The team chosen is intended to represent the whole nation.


The variety of saints' feasts has to be regulated so that the ones we celebrate give a wide representation of all the twenty centuries of Christianity and all the seven continents. 


In 1969, sixty four saints were chosen from the first ten centuries and seventy-nine from the last ten centuries. Geographically, there are over a hundred and twenty feasts of European saints, fourteen of Asians, eight of Africans, four of Americans and one feast of a saint of Oceania, St Peter Chanel. The calendar has been amended frequently since 1969. Saint Mary of the Cross (MacKillop) was added on 17 October 2010.


The message of today's Mass is summed up in the first words of the entrance rite: "Let us all rejoice in the Lord, celebrating the feast day in honour of all the saints on whose solemnity the angels rejoice and join in praising the Son of God."

