
Breaking the Fourth Wall of Holiness

For God had something better in mind for us, so that (the saints) would not reach perfection without us. (Heb 11:40)

Tomorrow is All Saints Day in the Western Church, and in the coming weeks the Armenian Church will celebrate All Saints
in our own way. Of course, in our church the name for all Saints is much longer; as if we got paid by the word! Though, in
the case of All Saints, our lengthy Armenian name has much significance. We call the feast of All Saints, Տօն ամեն
սուրբերու, հին եւ նոր, ծանոթ եւ անծանոթ; The Feast of All Saints; Old and New, Known and Unknown. Now that
is a striking title, that begs many questions. We know St. Hripsime and St. Gregory the Illuminator-they are old and well
known-but who are these saints new and unknown? Just how close are they? Might their names be in our bulletin for
requiems or might they even be here today? Well we just may be talking about your grandma, about the person sitting
next to you, or about our children whose saintliness is now just a seed. You might say that the Armenian way of
celebrating all saints, breaks the fourth wall of holiness. Like when an actor on stage starts talking directly to the
audience and breaks the invisible wall separating drama from reality, The Feast of All Saints; Old and New, Known and
Unknown breaks down the invisible wall separating the ‘sacred’ past from the ‘ordinary’ present. For us, the saints aren’t
just the ancient famous few, and they aren’t buried in the past. The saints are also the unknown many from recent times
and even today, and even the holiest saints of yesterday cannot be perfected without us, here today.

Well let's clarify our terms first; what actually is a saint? The holy ones, the saints, the martyrs all responded to a simple,
yet profound calling in their lives. They were witnesses to our faith. A witness simply establishes the truth by giving
evidence. When we celebrate the Saints today, we celebrate those who have given evidence about God, made God
believable by how they have lived. Please note that the saints aren’t those who looked holy, or spoke well about God, but
rather those who made God tangible by their lives; like Jesus, who most perfectly manifested God by His life and death.

The great old saints like, Gayane, Hripsime, Gregory and Anthony have a special place in our church, which is why we
remember them by the dozen each week in Badarak. But in our highly formalized worship, we must be careful not to
dust off these names once a week like museum pieces and then put them back on the shelf. Paul warns us against this
backward looking and passive view of saintliness in the chosen reading for today, calling us to an active holiness today.
For without our living faith, Paul says, all the great old prophets, patriarch and saints, cannot be made perfect. What an
extraordinary claim this is! In the Armenian Church context, it says that the faith of Sts. Hripsime and Gregory, no matter
how stunning, is incomplete without us now living. This is the consequence of being adopted into the spiritual family of
the Armenian Church of Christ.

All of our saints, all of our great witnesses become perfect, become fulfilled into the life God has called them, when we
relate, respond and follow them. So that the way in which they have made God credible comes alive in us. St. Gregory is
not to be a two dimensional painting on our wall but a three dimensional figure in our lives. Our spiritual life is bound up
with theirs and surprisingly, their life is bound up with ours. The saints enter into their glory when we come with them.
What this also means is that, in the life of the church, no-one's holiness is their property, it is shared and given into the
lives of others. That is where it becomes fully itself.

This is where you and I come into play in an important way. We bring the holiness of the saints alive when we recall their
stories and remember what is possible within any Christian family. We do this in recalling the stories of our Genocide
martyrs. Not stories of their victimhood, but stories of how our parents and grandparents bore the cross of Genocide, yet
somehow passed on their faith. They give us crucial evidence that the way of the cross goes through hell, but emerges in
Resurrection; in our new life in the Diaspora and the Armenian Homeland. We can and must tell other stories of those
who have made God credible to us today. The story, for example, of how a one-time, non-Armenian guest to our church
was in her words ‘moved by the Holy Spirit,’ and gave a large donation for us to help those in need in Artsakh & Armenia.
We should all tell the stories to each other of how, in your time of need, your brothers and sisters in this community
embraced you, making God more real and tangible. As we do tell these stories, God’s presence is made known and
brought forward, alive to us and thus passed on to future generations.

So in this season of All Saints let us celebrate not only the famous few saints from the past, but the many new saints of
yesterday, today and tomorrow. Let us be mindful that the Saints we have not yet met and the Saints who have not yet



been born, their holiness and welfare is bound up with ours. Let us today ask ourselves what witness we want to leave to
them and what is possible for us if God in Christ is truly tangible in the lives of his holy people, now and always; amen.


