All Saints Day 2009 
Last night, we had a glorious “Not a Halloween” party. I’d been well-warned of the consequences if I dared to mention that ‘H’ word. Yet long before the previous Bishop of Bolton led a national campaign to re-brand the 31st October, I maintained that the Church was missing a trick by blankly denouncing and disapproving of an evening that has long been an occasion for simple fun and entertainment.
For decades, long before the practice of Trick & Treat crossed the Atlantic Ocean, children have delighted in dressing up as witches and wizards, ghosts, skeletons and monsters. One has only to recall the amazing phenomenon of Harry Potter to realise how powerfully magic and fantasy capture the imagination, not only of children.

Even as Brownies, I and my friends delighted in Halloween-themed parties, playing games involving bats and spiders and black cats, and eating food cut and decorated accordingly. Apple-bobbing, pumpkin lanterns, ghost stories…

The Church has rightly to take a stand against evil practices such as witchcraft, the occult and devil-worship, for these cause real harm and devastation in the world; yet so often the Church is seen as staid, miserable, disapproving, just for the sake of it. In reality, one of the most effective ways to make something seem attractive to most of the world is for the Church to coldly denounce it without ever bothering to explain what is wrong about it.
For the past few years at Heaton, we had very successful children’s parties at this time of year;  Halleluia Halloweens, celebrating the Saints, telling their stories and explaining their triumphs to the children. We deliberately chose the most gory examples, Catherine tied to a chariot wheel, Lawrence roasted on a barbecue, John the Baptist with his head on a plate, Thomas Becket cut down in the heart of Canterbury Cathedral, for these real characters captured the imagination more then did the fictitious ones. 
Halloween after all, was the invention of the Church; the Eve of All Hallows, or All Saints Day. Why are witches, goblins and evil spirits prevalent on that evening? simply because they are fleeing in terror at the irresistible approach of the saints of God. Rather than trying to ban the thing that frightens us, we would have much more influential success by celebrating their downfall.

Now, what is ‘a saint’?

The common perception is that a saint must be someone good, virtuous, perfect, incapable of making a wrong move!! 
Or rather, the common MIS-perception is that saints are good, virtuous, perfect and incapable of making a wrong move!! Yet you have only to think about the most famous saints to very quickly realise that many of them fall far short of this description. Take the key founding members of the Christian Church for example.

Peter frequently got it wrong, spoke out of turn, jumped feet first into a situation without stopping to consider his options – and incurred the scorn and disappointment of Christ Himself. Paul was the arch-persecutor, the prime instigator, the one who held the cloaks and encouraged those who stoned Stephen and the one who prided himself on the zealous effectiveness of his oppression toward the emerging Christian Church.
Poor Peter three times in one night denied ever knowing Jesus; Paul had to be knocked to the ground and be robbed of his sight before he could begin to conceive that he was wrong. Thomas refused to believe without irrefutable evidence, James and John elevated themselves above all others, Matthew swindled the tax-payers…
Saints imperfect, capable of making the most appalling wrong moves and frequently being bad, sad and mad. The compiler of one book of saints writes this in the introduction, 
“In reality saints represent the whole spectrum of human experience. Saints who were queens and saints who were slaves, saints who were contemplative recluses and saints who were gregarious world travellers, saints who were millionaires and saints who were beggars; some lived past 100 years but others were martyred by the age of twelve; some had happy marriages and successful careers and some struggled with anger, fear depression, addiction, disability and abuse.

There have been saints who clowned around, loved to make people laugh and were impulsive and impetuous; and saints who formed deep friendships and loved passionately and intensely. In this book you will find saints of all these types and everything in-between. In other words, you will find saints who were ordinary people, working at everyday tasks.”
So what is a saint? First and foremost a human being, with their share of failings and weaknesses, but a human being who has committed to a life which is centred on God, lived out in whatever circumstances and struggles he or she is called to face. Human beings just like you and me.

For WE are All Saints. That’s not just a play on words; any holy person IS a saint. Perhaps you think you are far from holy, that the people sitting alongside you could not possibly be holy people. But as Christians we are all exactly called to holiness, for to be holy is to be consecrated, sacred, belonging to, commissioned by and devoted to the God who calls us and sets us apart. A saint is first a sinner, working his way to sainthood through the magnificent grace of God.

I take a great interest in iconography and have learned to read a certain amount of the information contained therein. There are rarely titles or words of explanation, apart from perhaps a few Greek or Russian letters to indicate which soul or event is depicted, yet there will be many clues for one who looks for them. John the Baptist is evident by two identical heads, one on his shoulders and one carried on his plate. St Andrew by his flag, St George by his dragon and St Peter by his keys; but there can be no icon to depict the mass of those who are All the Saints.
For the same reason, I have been struggling to devise a logo for my letter-head. Like the symbolism of the icons, a logo needs to be simple, direct and memorable. Recently I had a flash of inspiration when I recalled an old T.V. series starring Roger Moore. The logo for The Saint was a stickman with a halo – do you remember? This memory seems pertinent somehow, for that character got into many scrapes too. Perhaps three stick characters will suffice – at least they would be easy to compose.
Our God every day takes the ordinary and makes it extra-ordinary; as St Theresa of Avila put it, God has no hands or feet on Earth now save ours; no eyes or ears save ours; no voice – save ours. If we allow him to God will use our lives to transform the world. How does that make you feel right now? We are few today, yet we are surrounded and supported by a great cloud of saints who have gone before us.
Let me read you today’s entry in one of those books of spiritual readings for each day of the year. This is from “The Joy of the Saints” compiled by Robert Llewelyn of the Shrine of Julian of Norwich and comes from the Celtic tradition.

Bright, bright, the fellowship of the saints in light,

Far, far beyond all earthly sight.

No plague can blight, no foe destroy;

United here, they live in love;

O then, above, how deep their joy.

Set free by Jesus’ mortal wounds are we,
Blest with rich gifts – and more shall be.

Blessings has He in endless store;

Some drops are showered upon us here;

What when we hear the ocean’s roar?

Deep, deep, the feast of life and peace they keep

In that fair world beyond death’s sleep.

Our hearts will leap, their joy to see

Who, with the Lamb’s dear merit’s graced,

All sorrows past, reign glad and free.

So many holy people throughout the centuries have lived and died in God’s grace without ever being canonised or recognised as part of an official church calendar; people who have taught us how to be generous, compassionate, patient, devout, loving, - without ever being heralded by the world at large. Now it’s our turn; for whtehr or not we are conscious of the fact, we, each of us, influence others by our example, by our calling, by our very being. We are All Saints, less than perfect, less than virtuous, capable of making monumental mistakes – and still God calls us to His work. 
(Sing) Oh when the saints come marching in,

Oh when the saints come marching in,

I want to be in their number,

When the saints come marching in.
