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To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times


“I therefore encourage Catholics to pray fervently for the dead, for their family members and for all our brothers and sisters who have died, that they may obtain the remission of the punishments due to their sins and may hear the Lord's call: "Come, O my dear soul to eternal repose in the arms of my goodness, which has prepared eternal delights for you.” [Pope John Paul II,  Message for the Millennium of All Souls’ Day, 1998].

In early Christianity, the names of the deceased were often inscribed in the “diptychs of the dead”, to be prayed for during Mass. 


By the sixth century, Benedictine monasteries had a custom of commemorating all their deceased brethren, around Whitsuntide. St Isidore of Seville (d.636) mentions that the Saturdays before Sexagesima and Pentecost were kept as days of prayer for the deceased. 

It was St Odile (d.1048) of the great French monastery of Cluny who first decreed, for all monasteries of the Cluniac reform, 2nd November as an annual commemoration of all the faithful departed. 

A legend came to be associated with its institution. A pilgrim returning from the Holy Land was shipwrecked by a storm on a desolate island, where he met an aged hermit. The latter supposedly told him that amidst the rocks on the island was a chasm which led to purgatory, whence perpetually arose the groans of tormented souls.


The hermit also claimed that he heard the demons complaining of the effectiveness of the prayers of the faithful, and especially of the monks of Cluny, in releasing their victims to paradise. When the pilgrim reached France, he hurried to tell St Odile at Cluny about his visions. In response the saint instituted 2nd November as a day of intercession for all the souls in purgatory.


Be that as it may, from Cluny the feast spread to the entire Benedictine family, and to various dioceses: first Liège, then Besançon, then Milan. Rome finally accepted it in the 14th century.

 
Thus, for example, in 1437 Henry Chichele, Archbishop of Canterbury established Oxford’s prestigious College “of All Souls of the Faithful Departed,” with Henry VI’s support. Chichele intended his college to produce a learned clerical militia to serve Church and State, and that it be a chantry where the Fellows should pray for the souls of the faithful departed, especially those killed in the French wars. Lamentably, the “Reformation” would strip All Souls of its altars and its raison d’être.


Whereas All Saints’ Day commemorates those who have already attained the Beatific Vision, All Souls’ Day is for souls still en route.  Many [most?] souls, on departing this life, bear the stains of venial sin, or have not fully atoned for absolved mortal sins. They need to be healed and perfected. The prayers, penances and almsdeeds of the faithful on earth, above all the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, help them through their purification.


“During the Eucharist, through the general intercessions and the Memento for the dead, the assembled community presents to the Father of all mercies those who have died, so that through the trial of purgatory they will be purified, if necessary, and attain eternal joy. In entrusting them to the Lord we recognize our solidarity with them and share in their salvation in this wondrous mystery of the communion of saints. The Church believes that the souls detained in purgatory "are helped by the prayers of the faithful and most of all by the acceptable sacrifice of the altar" (Council of Trent, Decree on Purgatory), as well as by "alms and other works of piety."  [JPII ibid.]

The distinction between divine forgiveness, and the temporal punishment due to sin, is poorly understood in our day. Through the Sacrament of Reconciliation, Christ removes the guilt of mortal sin, but the need remains for the forgiven penitent to make amends for his deliberate grave sins. His malice has offended the Divine Majesty, damaged the Church and damaged himself. 


Just as a serious physical injury takes a long time to heal, so too the remedying of grave spiritual wounds is a long process. This purgation and restitution must take place either in this life, through penance, or in the next, in purgatory.


“For the souls in purgatory, waiting for eternal happiness and for meeting the Beloved is a source of suffering, because of the punishment due to sin which separates them from God. But there is also the certitude that once the time of purification is over, the soul will go to meet the One it desires.” [JPII  ibid.] 


Gradually Latin Catholics adopted the custom of making the whole of November a month of supplication for the deceased, e.g. by placing their names upon the altar during Mass (the Pious List or November Dead List).

Eastern-rite Catholic and Orthodox practice differs. They keep six Saturdays as Soul Saturdays – “psychosabbata”: four in Lent, the eve of Pentecost, the Saturday before St Demetrios, and also the Monday after St Thomas Sunday. On a Saturday Christ’s body lay in the tomb, making it the most appropriate day to pray for the dead. 


Protestants abolished prayers for the dead, and ridiculed purgatory as Catholic superstition, despite its Biblical roots in 2 Maccabees. St Paul speaks of our life’s work being tested:

On this foundation [Jesus Christ] you can build in gold, silver and jewels, or in wood, grass and straw, but whatever the material, the work of each builder is going to be clearly revealed when the day comes. That day will begin with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each man's work. If his structure stands up to it, he will get his wages; if it is burnt down, he will be the loser, and though he is saved himself, it will be as one who has gone through fire. (1 Cor 3:12-15)

Jesus Himself warned us to make amends for our offences in this life. Otherwise we shall be cast into prison: “I tell you solemnly, you will not get out till you have paid the last penny.” (Mt 5:26, Lk 12:59). Unjust or lazy stewards of the Lord’s blessings will be beaten (Lk 12:46-48), if not lost eternally.

If nothing impure can enter the presence of Almighty God, and since God is just, then some form of purification, and punishment for the misdeeds of this life, is a moral necessity hereafter.


Some All Souls’ celebrations incorporate pre-Christian customs.

There was a widespread belief that this night, deceased souls returned to their former homes and partook of the food of the living. In the Austrian Tyrol, cakes were left out on the table for them. In Brittany, the faithful flocked at nightfall to the cemeteries, to kneel and pray at their graves, sprinkling them with holy water and libations of milk.


In Poland the feast is called: Zaduszki or dzień zaduszny – the day for the souls. The tradition is that of visiting one’s relatives graves and lighting candles, so that the cemeteries glow with thousands of lights in the November gloom.  


In the Slavic Panakhyda service for the dead, five loaves of bread, wheat, oil, wine are placed upon the icon table (tetrapod), to symbolise nourishment for the departed souls.

Latin America keeps its Día de los Muertos with great exuberance. Families clean the graves of their dead and decorate them with offerings: marigolds (flor de muerto) to attract the spirits, tequila, pan de muerto (candied pumpkin), sugar skulls, and toys for dead children. Some believe that the spirits of the dead consume the “spiritual essence” of these foods. 


Either at the graveside, or around altars in their homes, families pray for their deceased members and remember them by the telling of anecdotes and recounting of memories. 


This uninhibited approach to death is far from the uptight British attitude. John Updike wrote in "Facing Death":


“As a domestic reality, at least in the Western world, dying has been eased out the door - sent off to the hospital or the nursing home, and the corpse dispatched straight to the mortician, who is handsomely paid for performing his magic out of sight. Open-coffin funerals, the norm in my boyhood, have all but vanished in Protestant middle-class circles. Men and women not involved in mortuary, medical or police work can now lead full, long lives without ever having to see, let alone touch a corpse.”


No, give me that old-time religion!


“May He, Who has authority over the living and the dead as immortal King, and Who rose from the dead, Christ, our true God, through the intercessions of His most pure and holy Mother, of the holy, glorious and all-praiseworthy Apostles, of our venerable and God-bearing fathers, of the holy and glorious forefathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, of the holy and righteous Lazarus, the friend of Christ dead for four days, and of all the Saints, establish in the abode of the righteous, the souls of His servants who have gone from us, give them rest in the bosom of Abraham, and number them with the virtuous; and have mercy on us and save us, for He is good and loves mankind.” [Panakhyda final blessing]

This weekend, Scotland and Ireland keep All Saints on Saturday Nov. 1st, and  Sunday is the Feast of All Souls.  In England and Wales, the Holyday of Obligation of All Saints is transferred to Sunday 2nd, shunting All Souls ingloriously to Monday Nov. 3rd. 

