All Saints’ (in lieu of the 31st Sunday)
Sun, Nov 01, 2020
All Saints

Rev 7:2-4,9-14

Ps 24:1-2, 3-4, 5-6

1 John 3:1-3

Matt 5:1-12a

1 November ALL SAINTS
A reading from the book of the Apocalypse
7:2-4, 9-14
I, John, saw another angel rising where the sun rises, carrying the seal of the living God; he called in a powerful voice to the four angels whose duty was to devastate land and sea, 'Wait before you do any damage on land or at sea or to the trees, until we have put the seal on the foreheads of the servants of our God.' Then I heard how many were sealed: a hundred and forty-four thousand, out of all the tribes of Israel.
After that I saw a huge number, impossible to count, of people from every nation, race, tribe and language; they were standing in front of the throne and in front of the Lamb, dressed in white robes and holding palms in their hands. They shouted aloud, 'Victory to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!' And all the angels who were standing in a circle round the throne, surrounding the elders and the four animals, prostrated themselves before the throne, and touched the ground with their foreheads, worshipping God with these words: 'Amen. Praise and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honour and power and strength to our God for ever and ever. Amen.'
One of the elders then spoke, and asked me, 'Do you know who these people are, dressed in white robes, and where they have come from?' I answered him, 'You can tell me, my Lord.' Then he said, 'These are the people who have been through the great persecution, and they have washed their robes white again in the blood of the Lamb.'
The word of the Lord.
Rormi Psalm
23:1-6. 
tO)? Such are the men who seek your face, 0 Lord.
1
The Lord's is the earth and its fullness,

the world and all its peoples.

It is he who set it on the seas;

on the waters he made it firm. )??

2
Who shall climb the mountain of the Lord?

Who shall stand in his holy place?

The man with clean hands and pure heart, who desires not worthless things. l 

3
He shall receive blessings from the Lord

and reward from the God who saves him. Such are the men who seek him, seek the face of the God of Jacob. F)?
SECOND READING
A reading from the first letter of St John
3:1-3
Think of the love that the Father has lavished on us,

by letting us be called God's children;

and that is what we are.

Because the world refused to acknowledge him,

therefore it does not acknowledge us.

My dear people, we are already the children of God

but what we are to be in the future has not yet been revealed;

all we know is, that when it is revealed

we shall be like him

because we shall see him as he really is.

Surely everyone who entertains this hope

must purify himself, must try to be as pure as Christ.
The word of the Lord.
A reading from the holy Gospel according to Matthew
5: 1-12
Seeing the crowds, Jesus went up the hill. There he sat down and was joined by his disciples. Then he began to speak. This is what he taught them:

'How happy are the poor in spirit;

theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Happy the gentle:

they shall have the earth for their heritage.

Happy those who mourn:

they shall be comforted.

Happy those who hunger and thirst for what is right:

they shall be satisfied.

Happy the merciful:

they shall have mercy shown them.

Happy the pure in heart:

they shall see God.

Happy the peacemakers:

they shall be called sons of God

Happy those who are persecuted in the cause of right:

theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

'Happy are you when people abuse you and persecute you and speak all kinds of calumny against you on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward will be great in heaven.'
ALL SAINTS: 1 NOVEMBER 2020

Notes on the readings for Mass
Before we look at anything else, we must see what we mean by ‘saint’ and when we mean it. What I mean is that the word has changed its meaning over time and indeed within the New Testament itself. 
The word which is translated by both ‘saint’ and ‘holy’ is ‘hagios’ which means ‘separate’. In his letters Paul uses ‘hagios’ for ‘Christian’, whether living or not because a Christian was ‘separated’ from the world by baptism. Likewise ‘hagios’ can be used of inanimate objects (i.e. water, bread etc) if they are separated from others of the same species for a sacred use. 
There was no intrinsic moral value attached to the word but with the passage of time and the increasing hostility to Christians, ‘saint’ began to be reserved for the more outstanding examples of those who were a credit to their faith and especially martyrs. (The word ‘martyr’ simply meant ‘witness’ but because so many Christians died for their witness the meaning changed to mean one who died for their faith)
This are the senses in which both words are used in the first reading which comes from the end of the 1st century.  

First Reading
Apocalypse aka as the Revelation of John 7:2-4,9-14

The relationship of this work and the three letters and Gospel that bear the name of John is an open question. There are strong links, common vocabulary, favourite themes but nothing that requires the same authorship. They are possibly by the Apostle John and a younger disciple of his with the same name and viewpoint. (By 120 A.D. there were two graves at Ephesus, both inscribed John) 
(In reading Revelation, we must be conscious that the narrative is not sequential but has flashbacks like modern TV drama. It also uses different symbols for the same things. The individual episodes could have been written for different occasions and later collected together) 

The symbols would have had local references, but which at this distance of time are obscure. For these reasons our understanding must be tentative but they certainly do not relate to any later time than their own. 
The first seal mentioned shows that the angel has the authority of God to act. The second seal, in the same paragraph, is like the branding of a slave, with his owner’s mark. This has survived with the signing with the cross in our Baptismal liturgy.

Like the mark of Cain, (Genesis 4;15) it was to protect the wearer from harm. The sealing of the 144,000 recalls the immunity of the Israelites to the plagues that struck the Egyptians. You will remember that they identified their houses by daubing lamb’s blood on the door frames. (Exodus 12;7 & 13) 

The number of 144,000 is symbolic, simply meaning the complete number of the Jewish elect however many that would be. Then in the second paragraph, the identity of the huge number, impossible to count, is contested, but I think it refers to the contemporary body of Christians who had died for their faith.  The number is unlimited because it was ongoing at the time of writing and the image was intended to stiffen the courage of those remaining. 
A cult was created, like the Japanese kamikaze, of martyrdom being a privilege and a sharing in Jesus’ sacrifice. A 'great persecution' was expected to precede The End; for John, this was happening as he wrote (see 3:10; 13:7-10) and ordinary Christians were in line to be the victors of the prophetic messages of chapters 2 and 3. 
In fact for two hundred years, persecution was spasmodic and patchy, intense and casual, dependant on the whim of the local authority. This, of course, John could not have foreseen. 
The striking paradox (made white in the blood of the Lamb) has a haunting beauty; and, as beauty, it speaks truth. It expresses God's and the Lamb's understanding of victory: they have won by enduring death. We must be aware that blood, in the context of sacrifice, meant life, not death. 

And the image of the crowd dressed in white recalls the white robes that the newly baptised donned as they climbed out of the font during their first Eucharist. I remember, in Cyprus, a font built into the wall of a Church. so that the candidate entered it from outside, and emerged inside the nave. 
Second Reading
The First Letter of John 3:1-3

As mentioned above, there is an early tradition of two Johns in Ephesus at the turn of the 1st century A.D. One was called the Theologian and the other the Elder. There is also a tradition that the Apostle John, one of the Twelve outlived the others of his generation. On this flimsy foundation, I suggest that the younger may have been a convert of the Apostle. He may have taken his name in Baptism and shared his ministry. He may well have been the author of Revelation, but I think it was John the Apostle who wrote the Letters. 

Whoever he was, in this extract, the author is outlining the privilege and responsibility of membership of the Church. He does so using the vocabulary familiar to us in the fourth Gospel, such as love, knowledge, the world and revelation. Yet he does so in the rambling style of an old man the beginnings of which may be see in the Gospel, but which still sustains the themes of his old age. 

But the influence of the times also is evident in the text, with the reference to knowledge (gnosis) which for competing sects was the possession of a few who guarded it jealously. 
The unbelieving world is incapable of recognizing the true status of Christians because it has not come to know God. For John this means that it had failed to recognize Jesus. As for ourselves, we have to await the coming of the Lord, to see him 'as he is,' before we can arrive at full appreciation of our own Christian reality. Only then shall we see clearly that our future state will be like the glorified state of Jesus. But the process of becoming like Christ has already begun - a familiar stress throughout the Johannine works. 
Gospel
Matthew 5:1-12

The passage records some of Jesus’ most difficult sayings and it is evident that those who heard him thought so too. ‘Matthew’ has edited them to make Jesus’ meaning clearer. Confusingly, Luke has done the same and arrived at something completely different. (Luke 6;20-23) 
However, comparison of the two versions does show us what the original sayings probably were and we can understand how Matthew and Luke came to different conclusions. We have no reason to suppose that our understanding will be any better than theirs. 
What Jesus probably said was ....... 
Blessed are the poor, for the Kingdom of heaven is theirs. 
Blessed are those who hunger, for they will be filled. 
Blessed are the afflicted, for they will be comforted.
This is classic Hebrew poetry, in that each line repeats the sense of the preceding one but in different words. So, these sayings are not thought to refer to three separate categories but to three aspects of the same distressful situation. 
‘Matthew’ has then added phases such as ‘.... in spirit’ and ‘..... for what is right’ to make the meaning clearer, and then added new categories altogether, such as peacemakers and martyrs which reflect a later situation than that of Jesus. 
But we should bear in mind that by ‘poor’ Jesus meant not economic poverty but humility and Matthew has added ‘in spirit’ to make that clear. To the hungry, he has added ‘for righteousness’ similarly. 
One of the reasons for editing Jesus was that these sayings are intentionally provocative. We are intended to protest: What merit is there in being poor, hungry, afflicted? There is none. The 'blessedness' of the poor is in their very need, their distress. God is their champion - as he showed himself to be in Jesus. We get the same paradox in the Crucifixion being celebrated as a triumph. It is those that are the least worldly-minded that will appreciate life with God most of all. 
The apparent reason for the choice of this passage for All Saints’ Day is because it describes the life of the saints. Tomorrow is All Souls’ Day. We distinguish between them. We pray for the souls of those we have known to those whom we hope to know. 

But as a botanist will tell you that there is no biological distinction between a weed and a plant, so there is no theological distinction between a saint and a soul. 
In Eschatology, the dead will be raised to join the living and be judged together with them on one occasion. (I Thessalonians 4;13-18 & I Corinthians 15;50-58) 
But in the European Middle Ages it was more propitious to segregate the categories into purgatory, limbo etc. Then of course to speak of a week or a year in purgatory was meaningful to many a peasant and provided a living for many a mass-priest. 
But in the 21st century we have a less sanguine view. It invites ridicule to ascribe space and time to life after death and we have to subsume physical measurements into spiritual substitutes. 
In the East, the Orthodox pray to and for the departed without distinction. To my mind, I feel that we in the West cannot be as specific as we have been. We must recognise that we are trying to visualise eternal realities through human limitations and are bound to create anachronisms. We risk being wrong if we are too categorical about things we can scarcely imagine. 
The Beatitudes also would have challenged the complacency of Jesus’ enemies and puzzled the consciences of his supporters. Far from being the simple pastoral background of ‘gentle Jesus, meek and mild’, they are outrageous claims that rouse the passionate to revolution. 
They remind Christians today of the Jewish roots of their piety and challenge each generation to reflect on what persons and actions they consider to be important or 'blessed.' 
