
The Feast of All Saints - November 1 

Dear Saints in Christ Jesus, 

All Saints is one of the feasts of the Church year which occupies the second rank 

of festivals, after the great trio of Christmas, Easter, and Pentecost, All Saints 

Day runs in the pack with Trinity, Ascension, Epiphany, and a few other festivals. 

In Roman Catholic circles these were days of general obligation, when every 

congregation was obliged to observe the festival. This was not true for the many 

festivals which dot the calendar of the liturgical year. After all, if one observed 

them all, there would be time for little else. Not even the monastic communities 

which gather daily observe them all. A parish or community would observe some, 

often a local saint’s feast, the patron of the parish, the priest’s favorite, etc. But 

they all observed this one.  

This festival has an interesting history. Running strongly through the whole thing is 

a baptism of pagan culture. The Christians were not fighting against the culture as 

much as they were adapting it, fitting it into the Christian sphere. This has long 

been the genius of Christianity, it is not rigidly tied to one culture. Where 

Hinduism or Islam often has a difficult time crossing cultural divides, Christianity 

has seemed to be particularly adaptable in this. Now, that is not to say that every 

Christian sitting in an LCMS pew this Sunday is good at this. Christianity also has 

its cultural brakemen as well. Contrary to the accounts of his life I grew up with, 

St. Boniface (Wynfrith) spent much of his career wrestling already baptized 

Christians out of pagan practices and into what he saw as normative Christian 

behavior and worship. He was not fond of recycled pagan elf-prayers in church or 

services conducted at sites sacred to Thunor, one of the Saxon deities. He was the 

Apostle to the Saxons and this may explain some behaviors we see in the LCMS 

today – being largely made up of Saxons.  

The early promulgation of the feast seems to be tied to the reception of an 

important building in the city of Rome. As the temples of the pagans were emptied 

by the reality of Christian conversions, 

including the emperors, several of them 

were given to the Christian bishop in 

Rome. One of them was the Pantheon of 



Rome, a remarkable building which for many centuries was the largest dome in the 

west. Even today, we are not entirely certain how they did it. It is still standing 

after nineteen hundred years, which is more than I can say for any of the buildings 

in which I have ever worshiped. (An interesting anniversary to observe will be in 

2026 when it officially meets that 1900th anniversary milestone.) It appears that 

they creatively used progressively lighter and lighter stones as they built 

successive courses of the dome, until the top is made of something very like the 

pumice which will float if you throw it in water.  

This important building was given to the Bishop of Rome in the seventh century, at 

the height of the Roman stational liturgies. The pope at the time did not quite 

know what to do with it, since it had been dedicated to all the gods (pan-theon). He 

made a rather bold decision. It was dedicated to all the saints, especially the many 

martyrs who had died in Rome. He essentially created a new festival for the 

rededication of the building, a festival set aside for all the saints, sort of a catch-

all day when those whose feasts had not been observed could be celebrated. 

Initially this happened in the spring of the year, during the season of Easter. This 

is the first baptizing of culture – in this case Roman culture in the form of this 

pagan temple.  

The second baptism of culture would happen shortly thereafter, but it would not 

be Roman this time, but the culture of the barbarians who occupied the German 

provinces of the Roman Empire. The feast day was moved to November, most likely 

because of the stubborn paganism of the northern Europeans. These Saxons, 

Frisians, and Vikings had only begun to be evangelized. They had pagan “day of the 

dead” sort of festival which fell at this time. We must admit that some of this is 

speculation, but it appears the church moved the feast of All Saints to compete 

with this day of the dead festival which would fall on Nov 1. The pagans seem to 

have understood that on this night the world of the dead came close to the world 

of the living, allowing some deceased access to this world to seek revenge and 

torment the living.  

This use of a festival to combat a pagan festival was not new to the Church. 

Sometime earlier, in much the same way, Christmas seems to have been located on 

Dec 25 to combat the pagan Saturnalia, a Roman festival which involved much 



drunkenness and excessive amounts of fun in the eyes of dour 3rd and 4th century 

bishops. One still sees some remnants of the pagan festival in our All Saints Eve 

(All Hallows eve = Halloween) celebrations. The hollowing out of a gourd, carving a 

face and putting a lit candle inside was an attempt to ward off evil spirits. 

Costumes may have been an attempt to hide identity lest the dead come back and 

terrorize the living. We should be very clear, the day of the dead in ancient culture 

was not something which was celebrated. These people were afraid. Some sought to 

control it, but most of the people seem to have been afraid of what this night 

brought.  

When you consider what the Christians of the first millennium did with this, it is 

rather breathtaking. They did not keep these pagans and their festival at the 

periphery, at arm’s length so to speak. They took what was a rather sordid sort of 

a pagan festival, a day of the dead when evil spirits were thought to roam the land, 

and they brought it right into the Lord’s Supper. In a sense, they took the pagan 

fear of the departed and said, “don’t be afraid of these people, let’s have dinner 

with them.” For in the sacrament of the altar, which is a key element of the day, 

the Christian says that he is having dinner not only with the folks in the room, with 

the people who are alive and of the faith, but also with all the blessed in the 

heavenly realms. As the prefatory prayers say, “with angels and archangels and 

with all the company of heaven we laud and magnify your glorious name, ever 

more praising you and saying…” and then we launch in to the songs of the Seraphim 

in Isaiah 6 and the people of Jerusalem as they acknowledge God’s presence in the 

arrival of Jesus of Nazareth. 

All this brings us to the rather interesting topic of whether our North American 

manifestation of Christianity has that sort of flexibility? Can we baptize an 

element of the culture in a way which allows us to bring it into the fold? Have we 

ossified to the extent that our understanding of Christianity is so wrapped up in 

the cultural aspects that we cannot adapt? If we could, what sort of things in our 

culture could be “baptized” and made Christian? In many smaller communities the 

Friday night high school football game has virtually become the substitute for 

Church and fellowship. How might we adapt that? How might we claim that as a 

Christian expression? Should we? What about our cities? Are there events or 



practices which have no Christian connotation which could be “baptized” in this 

way?  

Just a little food for your thoughts and prayers, 

Pastor Lucero 

 


