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THE COMMUNION OF SAINTS

If you asked someone in downtown Sydney, "What's the Communion of Saints?", he would probably think it was some kind of a show at St George's Leagues Club.


Our Catholic belief in the Communion of Saints often creates a sharp distinction between Catholic and non-Catholic Christians, in our religious outlook and in our day-to-day practice of religion. It affects our approach to God and to one another. Converts will tell you that this belief created obstacles in practice for them. It may take years for some to grasp the Catholic attitude to the Saints.


The Communion of Saints means simply that there is a bond of community between the faithful on earth, and those at their death entering into God's presence through purgatory, and those who are confirmed in sharing God's eternal life.


All members of this community are called by the general name of saints. It means that they can be recognized as belonging to God. Christians enter the community by baptism or at least by wanting to be baptized into Jesus Christ. Others, deprived of baptism, can belong to God through fidelity to their conscience and by their self-sacrifice for their neighbour.

Christians share the same faith in God's Word, the same hope in God’s promises and the same love for God and for one another.  Those whose sins have been forgiven by God’s mercy are already confirmed as saints. 

The Saints with a capital “S” co-operated heroically with God in the ups and downs of life. They gave themselves to worship God and to serve their fellows with heroic faith, hope and love. The Church has officially acknowledged their sanctity by beatifying and canonizing them.

Attitudes to the Saints have been taken to extremes. One extreme was to become too occupied with the externals of devotion to a Saint. Religious trinkets, statues and prayers connected with a Saint can be objects of superstition when we ascribe powers to them that they don't possess by their nature. 

For instance, there are some who spread a devotion to chain-prayers, most often now by email: “Say such and such a prayer to St … without fail for nine days and on the ninth day you will receive a special favour.” There may be an added proviso, that you send this message to ten more people. We do a religious act by ignoring the promise of a special favour and by throwing the letter into the waste-paper basket or by hitting the delete button. We pray to the Saints to intercede with God for us. We come accompanied before God.

Curiosity can also pose as devotion to the Saints. How many are more interested in knowing the third secret of Fatima than in heeding the obvious message of Fatima, namely, to turn our mind and heart towards God and to pray for sinners?

Or we search for a relic of a Saint when we would do much better to learn how the Saint succeeded in loving God and his or her neighbour, and then try to imitate the Saint in self-spending service of others.


Simplicity often excuses Catholics from fault in what I have just labeled superstition or curiosity. Even so, it hasn't helped the progress of true religion or a proper appreciation of the Communion of Saints, but has given rise to another extreme.


The opposite extreme ignores the Saints and devotion to them because they seem to make Jesus Christ and God less important. These well-meaning Christians refuse to learn about the Saints or to imitate them because they say that we must not use anyone as intercessors or as models but that we must know and imitate God through Jesus Christ alone.


When they see the excesses of simple Catholics, these other extremists dissuade everyone from devotion to the Saints by ridiculing them. Some set about smashing statues and suppressing all other signs of devotion to the Saints.


In spite of the extremes, there have always been many Catholics who had a balanced understanding of the Communion of Saints.


We can distinguish, for instance, historical fact from legend in the stories about the Saints. The main thing is that we're eager to learn the lesson of the story, a lesson often of heroic self-sacrifice in serving God and others.


We can appreciate the rethinking of the Church's calendar where the number of Saints' feast days was reduced so that the saving events of our Lord's life are more obviously celebrated.


We look to the Saints as models of Christian living and as close friends able to help us because of their intimate friendship with God.


As Catholics, we know that the Christian life is not lonely and we enjoy a breadth of spiritual vision and experience. We live in a community that extends beyond place or time, and even beyond death.


We have powerful helpers in heaven and their help is closer to us than our front door. We relate to magnificent men and women as our closest friends, the finest people that this earth has ever known.


We never lose contact with our most dearly loved relatives and friends. Perhaps, we could do little to repay their love during their lifetime, but we can help them at the moment of their death by praying for them even now. Prayer is timeless.

We needn't wait till November to pray for our deceased loved ones. We can repay their love for us at any time by earnest prayer for their spiritual welfare. A Mass is far more acceptable to them than an expensive wreath.
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