ALL SAINTS’ CHURCH BLACKROCK, DIOCESE OF DUBLIN 

We have become accustomed to distancing saints from ourselves and, therefore, ourselves from saints. We need to take the opportunity afforded us by the month of November, and particularly All Saints’ Day and All Souls’ Day, to readjust our gaze and to take the often slow and arduous journey towards thinking more of ourselves and for ourselves as living saints. November has become a month where we take advantage of the encircling gloom, the shorter evenings, the lower light in the sky. These all enable us to embrace and to reflect on those whom we have lost and who are no longer with us: family members, groups of people who have died peacefully or tragically, groups of people who in their lives served the community as professionals or as volunteers in a wide range of ways in peace and in war. It could be a hospital, it could be a school, it could be a sporting organization, it could be a whole nation. So often we say: We must always remember, We must never forget … November gives us the opportunity in quiet moments to do this and not to let it slide. All Saints’ and All Souls’ Days, along with Remembrance Sunday, are strategic points in this journey of memory. But such remembrancing need not be orchestrated for full brass. It can be scored for the piccolo and be equally effective. That is equally good. 
Holiness – which, after all, forms the core meaning of sanctity and of sainthood – is a quality, an activity and a series of things with which we familiarize ourselves in the life of the church. It could be Holy Scripture, it could be Holy Baptism, it could be Holy Communion, to give three straightforward examples. The common thread in all of this is the word: holy. What if we are to dare to begin to talk about holy selves? How would it work? What would it look like? How might it change us and our relationship with ourselves, with others and with God? I doubt that the roof would fall in. I suggest that the heavens might, rather, open up to our surprise and to our delight. And we might indeed begin to feel rather comfortable with our new-found status and our new-found belonging and our new-found friends. If you want to try it out for size, I suggest you attend one of the many Orthodox Churches there are in Dublin. The ceiling of the church is painted to depict heaven and as we look up we see God in God’s Three Persons and a wide array of saints. The panel or screen between the nave and the sanctuary carries icons of saints. The nave itself is full of people like you and me, trying to stand still but needing to shuffle around. And suddenly, at the end, there is a massive rush forward to receive Holy Communion, everyone having been sanctified by the Divine Liturgy. It is a big ask but we stand throughout the liturgy because we are joining the saints in heaven and we are also standing in the presence of God Almighty. It really cannot get better than this: sound, music, ceremony and colour. 

Thinking of ourselves as saints is an important step-shift for us. Whether we are occasional wrong-doers or in fact good-doers with little confidence in ourselves, which is the situation for most people I come across, we are in an unique position, once we embrace our own holiness, to live out The Lord’s Prayer in a new and lifegiving way: … on earth as it is in heaven … Once we accept that through our creation by God, in our very being, we are holy and we are saintly, it gives us an encouragement to shape our reaction and our response to the lives we live within this active relationship between earthly and heavenly holiness. Holiness becomes something for us to open up as a gift received rather than something for us to worry about incessantly, to live in the hope of meriting or purchasing by what we understand to be good works and good deeds. In some or even many of these, shockingly, God may not be interested precisely because we do not know what is in the mind of God, nor ultimately can we. We can take heart also from the fact that throughout their lives, each and every saint of whom we know has been an apprentice, has to learn to be a saint. Every saint is a work in progress. Every saint has to embrace humility as the pathway to expressing his or her holiness. This is a good place for us to start out on recognizing that this is the pathway that God is offering us. Sainthood points us in the direction of simplicity and supports us on the path of being a learner. In this way, it contradicts all of our worst efforts to be good and surprizes us with our good efforts by sweeping them up into the love and the mind of God and handing them back as God’s gift to us.   
Accepting ourselves as saints, as a work in holy progress, will also help us to make room for other people. Recognizing and accepting that God loves us as part of God’s creation takes the heat out of the sort of competition that has bedevilled religious endeavour. Such endeavour is not a competition but is a participation in God’s work of salvation – another term that we need to claw back for ourselves and for others, taking it out of the hands of a particular type of religious specialist. Addressing sainthood and sanctity head on for ourselves takes us to that much-loved passage of Holy Scripture: St. John 14, where we are told that in My Father’s house are many mansions. Would it not be rather exciting were we to connect this house with our life on earth as we live out that life and to come to the realization that there are more rooms in the house of God and on the earth itself than we can ever inhabit ourselves, and indeed than we can ever possibly need, use or enjoy? Such saintliness would expand our generosity because it will already have expanded our horizon. It will have introduced us to the lives of many more people than we could ever have met on our own and it will have attuned us to the ways of God in ways we could never have imagined. Sainthood and salvation expand rather than contract.  
We gather this morning to celebrate the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary of All Saints’ Church, Blackrock in our diocese into its one hundred and fifty-fifth year. Its constancy of presence and witness together with the loyalty and service of its community of faith has now straddled many generations from its beginnings in 1870. The church was part of the response made by the archbishop of the day, Archbishop Richard Chenevix Trench, to the rapidly expanding suburbs of the city of Dublin in Victorian times. It also gave visible and tangible hope in the future at a time when the newly-Disestablished and newly invented Church of Ireland felt somewhat battered and bruised by its loss of public status and truncated political influence. 

With the development for housing of the Carysfort Estate, the parish was created in 1868 from parts of Stillorgan, Kill o’the Grange and Monkstown. The parish and church in this way are unique in straddling Disestablishment in time and space. The tradition of worship to this day reflects the ideals and the aspirations of The Tractarians, The Oxford Movement of the day. In this way, it is part of the rich tapestry of worship, of parish and of people in these United Dioceses. On such maintaining and on such developing of a singularly important tradition in the life of Dublin and Glendalough, the rector of today and the people of today are to be congratulated along with their and our predecessors. There have been storms along the way. The important thing is that the tradition, and the affection for it, continue and we are here to rejoice in it on this day of days.    
