
SERMON FOR THE FEAST OF ALL SAINTS 

THE VERY REV’D KEN GOODGER 

Heavenly Father, as we gather in the company of all the Saints, encourage us by their example 

and teach us to follow you with faithful hearts and lives. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 

I remember the story of a young curate who put on a special Evensong in the parish he was 

in, invited a friend to preach and arranged for a lovely dinner to be served afterwards in the 

parish hall. And only 6 people turned up. He expressed his outrage and frustration to anyone 

who would listen, including one elderly lady parishioner who said to him, “Oh, it doesn’t 

worry me, I always feel as though I’m worshipping in the presence of the saints, angels and 

all the company of heaven!”  

That wise and saintly parishioner taught me an important lesson that evening.  

And that is as we gather today, we do so to give thanks to God for the Saints of every time 

and place to whom we are joined in eternal fellowship and we recognize and celebrate our 

union with them. 

Traditionally, the Feast of All Saints' celebrates those who have already received their 

heavenly reward; All Souls' Day remembers those who are still in process of coming to 

blessedness. But increasingly our celebration of All Saints is a recognition that even the big 

‘S’ saints struggled through their lives of faith, just as we do.  

This is perhaps most clearly seen in the life of two of my favourite saints. The first is Anjezë 

Gonxhe Bojaxhiu, better known as Mother Teresa of Calcutta.  

Born in modern North Macedonia, Teresa left home at 18 years of age and went to Ireland 

to become a nun, before heading to India. In 1950, Teresa founded the Missionaries of 

Charity, a Roman Catholic religious congregation that today has over 4,500 sisters in 133 

countries. The congregation manages homes for people who are dying of HIV/AIDS, leprosy 

and tuberculosis. It also runs soup kitchens, dispensaries, mobile clinics, children's and family 

counselling programmes, as well as orphanages and schools. Teresa received a number of 

honours during her life, including the 1979 Nobel Peace Prize. She was canonised on 4 

September 2016, less than 20 years after her death, which is an unusually short period of 

time for a Saint between death and canonisation. 

Mother Teresa was however also a controversial figure during her life and after her death. 

Although admired for her work, she was also criticized for her view on contraception, which 

she was against, and was criticized for the poor conditions in many of her houses for those 

who were sick and dying, while she received first-class treatment herself for her own health 

problems. 

It also came as a shock to learn that Mother Teresa had spent most of the years of her 

ministry in deep doubt, including about the existence of God. This was shown through sixty-

six years of correspondence written by Mother Teresa, which only came to light after her 



death. Only months after accepting the Nobel Peace Prize in 1979, she wrote to a friend, “… 

the silence and emptiness is so great that I look and do not see, listen and do not hear.” 

There was some suggestion that because of this that Mother Teresa should not have been 

made a Saint. I would argue otherwise.  

The second saint I would like to mention is the Patron Saint of Priests, and another one of my 

favourites, Jean Baptiste Vianney, a nineteenth century priest in rural France who was 

famous as a confessor and spiritual director.  

Vianney had little formal education as a child. He was inspired by the bravery and faith of the 

clergy, monks and nuns who worked under the constant threat of the Reign of Terror after 

the French Revolution. He offered himself for the priesthood but struggled with his studies 

because of his lack of education earlier in life. His studies were interrupted when he was 

drafted in the Napoleonic armies. On his way to his basic training he ended up in a small 

village where he hid until an amnesty on those who deserted the army came into effect. He 

then continued his studies and was eventually ordained in 1815 and was made assistant 

priest in the town of Écully. 

In 1818 he became the parish priest of the small village of Ars. He became well known as a 

confessor and from the late 1820’s Ars until his death in 1859, about 20,000 people a year 

made the pilgrimage to see Vianney to make their confession. Vianney spent up to 15 hours 

a day in the confessional. 

The aspect of Vianney’s life that most interests me is that four times, Fr. Jean ran away from 

Ars, and each time had to be convinced to return to his cure of souls. On one of those 

occasions, it is reported that he had to be physically escorted back. And yet each time he did 

return, and was priest at Ars for over 40 years, in spite of his self-doubts and personal frailty. 

On the Feast of All Saints, we give thanks for those whose faith has transformed the world. 

But I would suggest that sainthood is not about how a few rare people achieved spiritual and 

moral perfection as the "holy ones". To be a Saint is not to be perfect or pious, or to be more 

zealous than everyone else, but to acknowledge that we are God’s people, imperfect and 

wayward, yet knowing that we need God’s love and grace. In his letters to the Christians at 

Corinth, Paul calls the believers saints. This is even after her has castigated for many and 

various transgressions.  

As we celebrate the saints who have gone before us, our thanksgiving is not only that 

sometimes the big ‘S’ saints get it as wrong as we do, but also, sometimes they got it right 

and the living Christ was at work in them and this too can be an encouragement for us. 

This Sunday, as we remember the Saints who have gone before, let us also remember that 

we are in the company of saints. The feast of All Saints is a witness to how God is still at work 

in the lives of all of us and that we are among the saints of God, those called and sent to be 

a blessing to the world and to bear witness to the grace and mercy of God we know through 

Jesus our Lord. 


