SUNDAY OF ALL SAINTS
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Last Sunday on Pentecost we celebrated the Descent of the Holy Spirit on those who professed their
faith in our Lord Jesus Christ as the Son of God and Savior of the world. It is therefore fitting that today,
on the first Sunday after Pentecost, we would celebrate the memory of All Saints. You see, according to
their faith, the followers of Jesus responded to the great gift of the grace of the Holy Spirit which they
received, and according to their faith, as a natural consequence of their labors united with the gift of God’s
grace, they themselves became sanctified, they became holy, they became saints. God’s gifts are
various, and we all serve God in different ways, each according to the particular gifts of grace which God
has bestowed upon us. After the consecration of the Holy Eucharist in the Divine Liturgy, the celebrant
even recounts the diversity of holiness to be found among the saints in the church: “martyrs, teachers,
prophets, preachers, Evangelists, ascetics, etc.” And these expressions of sanctity are not confined to a
particular gender, as we have both male and female saints who represent each category of holiness,
except, of course, for the ordained orders.

After our Lord’s Ascension, the Christian faith rapidly spread throughout the Roman Empire and
beyond. Some scholars believe that there seem to have been no human factors behind that rapid growth.
They point out that the Church was even persecuted. The Christians were viewed as a dangerous sect,
and neither Jews nor pagans at first perceived that movement as anything serious and trustworthy. Many
people believed that Christianity would merely die out as did many other small religious groups and sects
which preceded her. However, very quickly, within only three centuries - and by historical standards, that
is a very short time - Christianity became, in fact, the main religion, not only in the Roman Empire, but in a
number of neighboring States. It continued to spread, and in the eighteenth century even reached the
shores of North America when the first mission of the Russian Orthodox Church arrived in Alaska. So
how does one explain the rapid growth of this small offshoot of Judaism which was widely considered to
be insignificant and expected to die a natural death? One answer can be found if we take a look at what
distinguishes Christianity from the other mainstream religions of the time. One can say that Christianity is
the religion of love. On the one hand, Judaism believed in “holiness by separation.” The Jews shunned
any personal or social contact with anyone who was not a Jew, and even shunned fellow Jews who they
considered to be poor practitioners of the Law. Paganism, the mainstream religion of the time, was
accepting of various religions, as long as you worshipped the Roman gods as well. They were not
opposed to adding foreign gods to their pantheon of deities, as long as you worshipped the emperor, who
was considered to be one of the most important gods of all. The Romans made an exception for the
Jews who would only worship Yahweh, the God of Israel. No such exception was made for the
Christians, who instead were imprisoned and executed for not worshipping the emperor. Christianity was
considered an “illicit,” or illegal religion.

One thing that Paganism and Judaism shared in common was that they shunned, in various ways, the
sick and the dying. Jews could not come into contact with, for example, lepers, or with people who were
bleeding, as this would make them “unclean.” Remember, it was only the Good Samaritan who helped
the severely injured man on the roadside, while the Jewish priests and Pharisees walked by and shunned
the dying and bleeding man, preferring to let the man die rather than risk becoming “unclean.” Pagans
would leave their infirm elderly in the street to die rather than to take care of them up until the end. There
were no hospitals for the dying or the permanently disabled. The Christians were the only individuals who
offered unconditional love and care to everyone and anyone who was sick, dying, or in need, regardless
of religious or cultural origin or persuasion. For the Christian every human life is precious and sacred. In
my opinion, this love greatly impressed the citizens of Rome who never experienced such love before
anywhere or by anyone. | believe that love captivates the hearts of men, and that it is precisely this
unique Christian love which played a huge role in the rapid conversion of Roman pagans to Christianity,
culminating in a relatively short time in the replacement of the Roman eagle with the Cross of Christ. One
scholar said that “Christianity conquered Rome without having to fire one arrow or throw one spear.”

So today, brothers and sisters, we celebrate the memory of All Saints, all holy ones whose names and
lives we know, as well as the countless saints who walked before us, whose names and lives are not
known by us, but are known only by God. It is our purpose, brothers and sisters, to devote our lives to
strive to join this “cloud of witnesses.” Having received the gift of the Holy Spirit in baptism, it is our task
to fan this internal flame and with God’s help to make it grow stronger and brighter until it would become a
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huge burning bonfire within us. Because we call ourselves Christians, it is our duty to follow the
commandments of the New Covenant, to order our lives according to the teachings and morals of the
Holy Gospel, to be Christians not only in word, but most importantly, in deed as well. To use modern
jargon, we must not only “talk the talk, but walk the walk.” In this way the qift of the Holy Spirit within us
will grow and become stronger. Not only will we become “holy,” or “saints,” but the Holy Spirit will radiate
from within us and attract others around us to also pick up their crosses and to follow Christ. The Holy
Apostle Paul said “For salvation is nearer to us now then when we first believed; the night is far spent, the
day is at hand. Let us then cast off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light” (Rom. 13:11-12).
And, as our Holy Father St. Herman of Alaska, the grandfather of all the saints of North America, once
said, “From this day, from this hour, from this very minute, let us strive to love God above all else and do
His will”” Amen.
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