Homily for the Sunday of All Saints/ Father Dcn Raphael

Hebrews 11:33-40; 12:1-2 ; Matthew 10:32-33, 37-38; 19:27-30

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Last Sunday at Pentecost, we saw tongues of fire descend upon the disciples. Today we
see where that fire has gone. It entered human hearts, transforming fishermen into
apostles, sinners into the righteous, and weak men and women into saints. Today we
commemorate All Saints. This feast is not an afterthought. Itis the fulfilment of Pentecost.

Today is the Sunday of All Saints, and we commemorate all the Saints, the Righteous, the
Prophets, Apostles, Martyrs, Confessors, Shepherds, Teachers, and Holy Monastics, both
men and women, known and unknown, who have been added to the choirs of the Saints
from Adam to the end of the world.

Among that great multitude of saints, one example | would like to mention is St Thekla, the
Protomartyr among women and Equal-to-the-Apostles. She probably has one of the
smallesticons in our Temple and, quite shy, stands behind the Bishop’s throne.

Her witness is especially dear to us in the Antiochian tradition, where her memory has
been cherished since the earliest centuries of the Church.

As a young woman, she heard St. Paul's preaching and embraced the Gospel with her
whole heart. She chose Christ above every earthly attachment, endured persecution and
repeated threats of death, and remained steadfast in her confession of faith.

Based on the 2nd-century Acts of Paul and Thecla, authorities and her family tried to
execute Saint Thecla three times. Each attempt, she was miraculously saved by divine
intervention. She survived these sufferings and lived to an old age, passing away
peacefully. As a result, the Church recognises her as a "protomartyr" (the first female
martyr) and considers her "Equal to the Apostles."

Her life reminds us that holiness begins when an ordinary human heart responds
wholeheartedly to Christ's call.

But how does such holiness begin? The Gospel gives us the answer as the Lord says:

“Everyone who acknowledges Me before men, | also will acknowledge before My Father
who is in heaven” (Matthew 10:32-33, Holy Bible, NKJV).

The saints confessed Him before the world. Some stood before emperors, judges, and
persecutors. Others confessed Christ quietly through lives of prayer, charity, and
obedience. Some shed their blood for Him; others spent long years struggling in hidden
faithfulness.
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Yet all bore the same witness: Jesus Christis Lord.

As St. John Chrysostom teaches: “Itis not enough to believe rightly; one must also confess
bravely” (Chrysostom 1888).

That confession continues in our own lives. Whenever we choose truth over falsehood,
forgiveness over resentment, purity over sin, and faithfulness over compromise, we bear
witness to Christ. The Christian life itself becomes a confession of faith. In fact, itis a form
of martyrdom. Being a Christian is costly. Open Doors reports that 1 in 7 Christians
worldwide are persecuted for their faith, and Christianity is the most persecuted religion.

Such demanding faithfulness is possible only when Christ holds first place in our hearts.

“He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me,” says the Lord (Matthew
10:37, Holy Bible, NKJV).

These words are so shocking that no human is entitled to say them to anyone else, except
the creator of human beings. They are not meant to diminish our love for our loved ones.
Rather, they teach us the proper order of love.

The saints understood that every human love becomes more beautiful when God comes
first, the centrepiece. Some left homes and possessions for Christ. Others remained within
families and sanctified family life through holiness. Their circumstances differed, but their
priority was the same: Christ above all things.

As St. Basil the Great reminds us, “Nothing is to be preferred to the love of God” (Basil the
Great 1962). And so the Gospel poses to each of us a searching question:

Who is firstin my life? Where Christ is first, everything else finds its proper place.
Yet the path of following Him is not without difficulty.

The Lord says: “He who does not take his cross and follow Me is not worthy of Me”
(Matthew 10:38, Holy Bible, NKJV).

Every saint carried a cross. Some endured persecution. Some suffered illness. Some
struggled against temptation. Others bore hidden burdens known only to God.

Holiness does not mean a life without suffering. Holiness means remaining united to Christ
in suffering, through suffering! So, my dear brothers and sisters, when we are ridiculed at
work for being Christians, when people deliberately use the name of Jesus as a curse to
offend us, when we struggle in difficult relationships, in family life, and when financial
hardship crushes us, or when our bodies let us down with pains and sicknesses,
remember that Christis in us forming us into his own image! Let us see our sufferings not
as chains of damnation but as chariots of glory, even if they don’t look like it!

As St. Isaac of Nineveh teaches: “The way of God is a daily cross. No one has ascended to
heaven by living comfortably” (Isaac of Nineveh 1984).
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The saints became holy because they remained faithful when life was difficult. This is why
St. Peter’s words in today’s Gospel are so important:

“We have left everything and followed You” (Matthew 19:27, Holy Bible, NKJV).

St Peter speaks not only for the Apostles but for every saint who has ever followed Christ.
They surrendered lesser things because they discovered Christ Himself. And you and |
have discovered Christ who is love and not fear!

As St. Anthony the Great says: “l no longer fear God, but | love Him. For love casts out fear”
(Anthony the Great 1975).

The saints did not renounce the world because they despised life or simply feared a
boogeyman in the sky. They renounced lesser things because divine love had captured
their hearts; they fell in love with God.

The world often measures greatness by success, power, recognition, and wealth. But the
Kingdom of God measures differently.

Our Lord says:
“Many who are first will be last, and the last first” (Matthew 19:30, Holy Bible, NKJV).

How many saints lived unnoticed by the world? How many died without fame, influence, or
earthly honour? Yet today they shine more brightly than kings and rulers because their
treasure was not in this world but in the Kingdom of Heaven. This is why the Epistle gives us
such a beautiful image:

“We are surrounded by so great a cloud of withesses” (Hebrews 12:1, Holy Bible, NKJV).

The saints are not distant figures from the past. They are alive in Christ. They pray for us.
They encourage us. They remind us, as we look at their icons, that the Gospel is not merely
a teaching to be admired but a life to be lived.

As St. Ephrem the Syrian beautifully says: “The saints are friends of God, physicians of
souls, and examples of virtue” (Ephrem the Syrian 1990).

And among that great cloud of witnhesses, the Most Holy Theotokos shines with unique
glory.

For she is not merely one saint among many, but the Mother of God, who freely offered
herself in obedience, saying: “Behold the maidservant of the Lord! Let it be to me
according to your word” (Luke 1:38, Holy Bible, NKJV).

The saints learned from her humility, obedience, and complete trust in God. She stands as
the highest example of human response to divine grace, and the Church rightly honours
her as “more honourable than the Cherubim and beyond compare more glorious than the
Seraphim.”
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As we honour the saints, we also venerate their holy icons. When we venerate an icon, we
do not worship wood and paint. Rather, the honour given to the image passes to the
prototype, that is, the person. In icons, we confess that the Word became flesh and dwelt
among us, and that human beings are truly capable of transformation by grace. When we
kiss anicon, we kiss the hands of Christ and the cleansing fire of the Holy Spirit, who
transformed the person whose icon we kiss into an exemplary figure in Christ. When we
stand before icons, surrounded by them in the Orthodox Church, we proclaim to the whole
world that the Kingdom of God is amongst us and that we are its citizens. This is the
meaning of the feast of All Saints. The saints do not replace Christ. They reveal Him, and
this is the heart of the feast.

The Apostle ultimately directs our eyes to the centre of everything:
“Looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith” (Hebrews 12:2, Holy Bible, NKJV).

As St. Gregory Palamas teaches: “The saints are illuminated by the same divine light and
become themselves light for others” (Gregory Palamas 1983). They are like windows
through which the light of Christ shines into the world. We honour them because God’s
grace was made manifestin them.

And so, brothers and sisters, today the Church places before us not one saint, nor even
ten, but an innumerable multitude. Their lives proclaim one message: the Holy Spirit truly
transforms human beings, and there is hope for us no matter what has brought us down!
We can cry out to him, meekly and boldly: Lord, have mercy!

The saints were not different in nature from us. They struggled. They repented. They fell and
rose again. They carried their crosses. They persevered through weakness and hardship.
Yet through the grace of God, they became radiant with holiness.

The same Holy Spirit who descended at Pentecost sanctified them. The same Holy Spiritis
at work in the Church today. The same Holy Spirit is offered to each of us.

So let us celebrate this feast with hope, trusting that He who glorified the saints is also able
to sanctify us and heal our bodies and souls, so that by His mercy we too are numbered
among all the saints in His heavenly Kingdom.

I would like to conclude this homily by quoting St. Shemon bar Sabbae (Simon), Persian
Bishop of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, who, before his martyrdom in Persia (AD 339/345), recorded
a traditional farewell blessing as he prayed:

“May the Cross of our Lord protect those who belong to Jesus and strengthen your hearts
in faith in Christ, in hardship and in ease, in life and in death, now and forever. Amen.”
(Smith, 2014)
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