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The Key to the Presence of God

This morning we recognize and celebrate the great feast of All Saints. The 
date of November 1st has been fixed for this feast since the ninth century. It 
was in the seventh century that the Roman temple known as the Pantheon, 
dedicated to all the pagan gods, was first converted to a Christian church, 
and then later dedicated to all the Christian saints. 

Let’s take a moment to explore where this term, Communion of Saints, 
comes from. The third article of the Apostles Creed has, as its central focus, 
belief in the Holy Spirit as the third member of the Holy Trinity. The 
Church Fathers thought it important to mention several key areas in which 
the Holy Spirit acts: the first is the Holy Catholic Church; then follows the 
Communion of Saints, the Forgiveness of sins, the Resurrection of the body, 
and the Life everlasting. According to the great reformers Martin Luther 
and Nicholas Ridley, the Church is the congregation and Communion of 
Saints! I will return to this thought in a little bit.

But first let’s parse this expression, Communion of Saints. 

The word communion in this context means “fellowship” or “being one 
with another or group”.  It describes the relationship of the three persons of 
the Holy Trinity: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. It also describes 
the individual Christian’s relationship to the Trinity through union with 
Christ through baptism. As all good things come in three’s with God, 
Christians are also in this same state of fellowship with one another. On the 



night in which he was betrayed Jesus prayed the Father very specifically 
that this would be so. He said, 

I…pray…for those who will believe in Me through (the) word (of the 
Apostles); that they may all be one, as You, Father, are in Me, and I in You; 
that they also may be one in Us, that the world may believe that you sent 
Me. And the glory which You gave Me I have given them, that they may be 
one just as We are one: I in them, and You in Me; that they may be made 
perfect in one, and that the world may know that You have sent Me, and 
have loved them as You have loved Me. (John 17:20-22) 

This unity, then, or fellowship, or communion among Christians is both a 
mark of the church and a witness to the world. We refer to Anglican 
churches throughout the world which are in fellowship based on shared 
beliefs, as the Anglican Communion. So, our own name, Light of Christ 
Anglican Church, declares that we, first of all, belong to Christ, who shows 
forth His grace and truth through us. Secondly, we acknowledge and claim 
the heritage of the Anglican Church, the reformed national church of 
England, which traces its roots to the early days of Christianity; and which 
bases its beliefs on Scripture, Tradition, and Reason. Thirdly, we identify 
ourselves as a church (Greek ekklesia), a group of people who are called 
together to be in communion with one another in Christ. 

Who then are the saints? This biblical word describes everyone who 
belongs to Jesus, both those who are alive now, as well as all who have 
fallen asleep in the Lord. This word “saint” is the French version of the 
Latin word sanctus, meaning holy or godly. The saints as a group form the 
Church of Jesus Christ. Two Greek words are used in the New Testament to 
describe this grouping: ekklesía (ek-klay-sée-ah), meaning congregation and 
koinonia (koy-nohn- ée-ah), meaning fellowship or communion. This 
fellowship of saints is united to Christ and forms what the prayer book 



refers to as his mystical body, the blessed company of all faithful people 
(BCP 2019, Collect, p. 622). 

The term saint was also used extensively in the Old Testament to refer to 
God’s faithful people. You can find an example of this in Psalm 34:9: 

O fear the LORD, you his saints (Hebrew qadosh - kaw-dóshe): for those 
who fear him have no lack.

In other words, God will supply the needs of those who know and worship 
Him.

 In the New Testament the term saints, which can also be translated holy 
ones, as in the psalm verse I just referred to, applies to all baptized 
believers who are called to lead a holy life. What we all share is that we 
have been sanctified in baptism, regenerated with the Holy Spirit, received 
by Christ, and incorporated into his holy church. (BCP 1662, p. 412, BCP 
2019, p. 168) (These words are taken from the rite of Baptism found in 
every Anglican prayer book from 1662 to 2019.) We now share in the one 
Lord, one faith, and one baptism of all believers. (Ephesians 4:5) We take 
part in the same worship, share the same sacraments, in short, all the 
blessings and hopes of everyone who is in Christ.

When one hears the word saint, one also thinks of those especially holy 
men and women who throughout the history of the church have been 
officially recognized, so to speak. Among them are the Blessed Virgin Mary, 
the apostles such as Peter and Paul, martyrs such as Stephen and James, 
bishops and priests such as Augustine of Hippo and Bede the Venerable, 
nuns and monks such as Teresa of Ávila and St. John of the Cross. The 
letter to the Hebrews refers to them all as “the spirits of the righteous made 
perfect.” (Hebrews 12:23, ESV) Some of them are commemorated in the 
Church calendar; for instance, Saint James the Apostle on July 25 and Saint 
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Andrew the Apostle on the 30th of this month. As a point of curiosity, a 
saint’s day is not his or her natural birthday, but rather the day he or she 
departed this life to be reborn to everlasting life. Many of us bear saint’s 
names given to us by our parents, for example Mary, Susan, Elizabeth, and 
Joan; Anthony, Stephen, James, and Benjamin. 

But the term saint applies equally to all who have died in Christ, those who 
have departed this life in his faith and fear, as the prayer book states it. 
(BCP 2019, p. 111) We believe that we remain in communion with all these 
holy ones beyond the grave. In the Revelation of Jesus Christ to Saint John 
the Divine, we read about a scene before the throne of God in which 

the twenty-four elders fell down before the lamb, each holding a harp, and 
with golden bowls filled with incense, which are the prayers of the saints. 
(Revelation 5:8) 

The elders are offering those prayers to the Lamb who was slain from the 
foundation of the world.

We also find the word saint applied to angels in the Old Testament. In the 
book of Deuteronomy “The LORD came from Sinai…with ten thousand 
saints” (holy ones, ESV). (Deuteronomy 33:2) In the NT the letter to the 
Hebrews uses similar imagery to portray the assembly of the church in the 
heavenly Jerusalem. It includes “an innumerable company of angels” along 
with the “spirits of just men made perfect” presided over by “God the 
judge over all” and “Jesus Christ the mediator of the new 
covenant.” (Hebrews 12: 22–24) The communion of saints then includes 
those holy angels in heaven, the faithful departed, and the faithful on earth. 

The Church has always believed that as individual Christians are called 
upon to pray for one another, so those in heaven may also be asked to pray 
for those still on earth. In fact, in the reformation Holy Communion service, 



we pray for the souls of the departed, that God “will grant them continual 
growth in (His) love and service.” We further pray that He “give us grace 
to follow their good examples, that we may share with them in (God’s) 
heavenly kingdom.” (BCP, 2019. p. 111) 

Regarding the Communion of Saints, early Christians believed that the 
departed were fellow-worshippers with the church on earth and that they 
prayed with and for them. However, there is no indication that they 
believed that those who joined with them in prayer ought to be addressed 
in prayer themselves. Origen says on this score, “When men, purposing to 
themselves things which are excellent, pray to God, thousands of the 
sacred powers join with them in prayer, though not themselves called on or 
invoked.” (ibid.) This prohibition of the worship of creatures extended to 
angels and to the Blessed Virgin Mary. 

I would like to turn at this point to an extension of the Scriptures and an 
important part of our liturgy. That is hymnody. The Bible contains a great 
deal of poetry that was written expressly to be sung. One thinks first of the 
psalms which were sung by choirs accompanied by musical instruments as 
part of Israel’s worship. There are also many other songs in the Old 
Testament, the Song of Solomon or Song of Songs being the longest. In the 
New Testament there is the Song of Moses the servant of God, and the Song 
of the Lamb in the Revelation:

Great and marvelous are thy works,
Lord God Almighty;
Just and true are thy ways,
Thou King of Saints.
Who shall not fear thee, O Lord,
And glorify thy name?
For thou only art holy;



For all nations shall come 
And worship before thee;
For thy judgments are made manifest. (Revelation 15:3–4, KJ/AV)

“For all the Saints”, our processional hymn today, was written by William 
Walsham How, an Anglican Bishop, and set to music by Ralph Vaughn 
Williams. It focusses specifically on the communion of saints. When we 
worship, we worship with the saints in heaven. In the Sanctus, the Holy, 
Holy, Holy, we worship the Lord God Almighty, with the angels and 
archangels and all the company of heaven. Although death divides us now, 
we are one family, one army of the living God which waits in hopeful 
expectation for our Savior to reunite us in His heavenly kingdom.

One of the great beauties of being part of the Anglican expression of the 
Communion of Saints is the rich integration of Scripture, prayer, and 
hymnody we find in our liturgy. This is how we live out the communion 
that we all share with our Lord and Savior, with each other in our 
individual congregations, and with those who have gone on to be with the 
Lord. In doing so we have the opportunity to experience God’s love (His 
caritas/charity) which He shares so profligately with us so we can minister 
it to others. This is a foretaste, now, of the eternal worship we will 
experience in heaven when Christ returns. Let us rejoice and be glad that 
He loves us so much!

Let us pray:

Almighty God, you have knit together your elect in one communion and 
fellowship in the mystical Body of your Son: Give us grace so to follow 
your blessed saints in all virtuous and godly living, that we may come to 
those ineffable joys that you have prepared for those who truly love you; 

http://blog.adw.org/2013/10/for-all-the-saints-reflecting-on-a-great-hymn-of-the-church/


through Jesus Christ our Lord, who with you and the Holy Spirit lives and 
reigns, one God, in glory everlasting.

Amen.
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