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Sunday 6 November 2022: Angela Hannafin 

Today in our parish we are celebrating All Saints Day, as one of our churches is All 

Hallows. One of the best definitions I read of a saint is this: “the life of a saint is not 

the life of a great man or woman, but of God’s life in an ordinary man or 

woman”. Saints’ days are not all about that saint, but about a celebration of 

Christ.  

So, let’s hear from the gospel reading for today from Luke chapter six. 

------ 

20 Then Jesus turned to his disciples and said, 

“God blesses you who are poor, 

    for the Kingdom of God is yours. 

21 God blesses you who are hungry now, 

    for you will be satisfied. 

God blesses you who weep now, 

    for in due time you will laugh. 

22 What blessings await you when people hate you and exclude you and mock 

you and curse you as evil because you follow the Son of Man. 23 When that 

happens, be happy! Yes, leap for joy! For a great reward awaits you in heaven. 

And remember, their ancestors treated the ancient prophets that same way. 

24 “What sorrow awaits you who are rich, 

    for you have your only happiness now. 

25 What sorrow awaits you who are fat and prosperous now, 

    for a time of awful hunger awaits you. 

What sorrow awaits you who laugh now, 

    for your laughing will turn to mourning and sorrow. 

26 What sorrow awaits you who are praised by the crowds, 

    for their ancestors also praised false prophets. 

27 “But to you who are willing to listen, I say, love your enemies! Do good to those 

who hate you. 28 Bless those who curse you. Pray for those who hurt you. 29 If 

someone slaps you on one cheek, offer the other cheek also. If someone 

demands your coat, offer your shirt also. 30 Give to anyone who asks; and when 

things are taken away from you, don’t try to get them back. 31 Do to others as 

you would like them to do to you. 

------ 
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Jesus shows us the model of how we, his saints, need to live and love. It’s an 

upside-down kingdom, as someone once called it, where power and rule are 

replaced by serving, and where love is our rule of life. We respond with love to 

those who make trouble for us and we pray for them. This is challenging in a 

world where self and individualism and defence reigns. But Jesus shows us that 

God’s ways are not our ways. Those who have nothing – the poor, hungry, those 

who suffer - are reassured that they will have all they need since it’s not the 

powerful but the weak who are precious to him. For us wealthy westerners, living 

in relative riches, it’s also difficult to understand the encouragement to be glad 

when we are mocked for our faith. Most of us may feel slight embarrassment at 

admitting we go to church, or read the Bible, but here Jesus is addressing those 

who will suffer persecution for their faith. All of the disciples apart from John will 

die, and the early church will be marked by a period of persecution, ending 

when the Roman Empire falls, and Constantine converts to Christianity. The 

standards of a disciple are high. 

Today we celebrate the many ordinary men and women who have taken these 

words seriously, and formed their lives around them. One of these people was 

Hilda. She was born in 614, and died in 680.  We learn from Bede, the 8th century 

historian, that her mother had a dream whilst she was pregnant with Hilda. The 

dream was of a precious necklace, whose light lit up all of Britain. The necklace 

represented Hilda and her works of light. This was to be a prophetic dream. She 

was born into a time of turmoil: post-Roman rule, with Angles and Saxons in 

conflict. Christianity was coming across the country from two sources: Celtic 

Christians from Ireland and the Roman Christians from Italy. But her own family 

had difficulty too – whilst she was the great niece of King Edwin of Northumbria 

and technically a princess, her own father was murdered and she and her sister 

were brought up by her uncle. Her name meant ‘struggle’ and there was plenty 

of it in her own life. 

So, what was special about Hilda? She was obedient to the call of God on her 

life, being baptised under Bishop Paulinus, becoming a nun at the age of 33, 

and abbess of a religious community in Hartlepool. Bede tells us Hilda ruled her 

community according the rule of monastic discipline, which included purity, 

justice, devotion, peace and love. In 657 Hilda founded and governed a 

Christian community and monastery, for both men and women, in Whitby. Bede 

tells us the community practiced all virtues, especially love, charity, and peace. 

Everyone studied the Scriptures and was required to do good works. No one was 

rich and no one was poor, but all shared in the property communally. None of 
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the original monastery is there, sadly, but in the 11th Century a Benedictine 

abbey was formed which you can still see in Whitby.  

Hilda was clever, energetic, a master administrator and teacher. She was busy, 

combining looking after a theological college, the estate, and acting as a 

consultant to people across the world. Bede tells us that due to her outstanding 

devotion and grace, everyone called her “mother”. She was considered so wise 

that kings and princes sought her out for advice. She was also keen to develop 

the gifts of those around her. Five men from the community of Whitby would later 

become bishops, and two of these men would also become saints. She also 

hosted the Synod of Whitby in 664. This was an important meeting, where the 

clash between Celtic and Roman Christianity was explored and where the date 

for Easter was agreed. 

To my mind, Hilda seems a modern, independent woman. Her life is one of 

diligent service, seeking to encourage unity, promote spiritual development in 

others, and hold fast to true Christian virtues. Someone said that many people 

have called this period of history ‘The Dark Ages’ but Hilda was seen as a 

genuine ray of light. Today we’re offering everyone in our service an opportunity 

to read more about Hilda of Whitby in a book which describes her life and 

spirituality. 

There are many saints who have left their mark on our world. We, as God’s 

community, are now those who carry his light into our world. It’s worth reflecting 

on the pen of Bede, as he observed and wrote about all those Celtic saints. I 

wonder who is watching your life? Who is being impacted by your spirituality? 

What is that spirituality? Do they see the real you? Or the Christian you want to 

be? Or someone else? What might they write about you? Many people don’t 

read the Bible, and church only figures at high days and holidays. Our lives speak 

volumes. The things we do, the people we attach ourselves to, the things we 

spend our time and money on, all reflect the people we are. Where is God’s 

trace on all of that in our lives?    

In these days of instability, we need to remember those saints who held fast to 

the teaching they had been given, often enduring great difficulty. As God’s 

beloved and saints, we draw from their example as we look back. But we also 

look forward. The hope we have that as God’s beloved, the hope that is in us by 

the Holy Spirit as a deposit of all that is to come. The hope, that as a friend in 

France always puts at the bottom of her email to me, that ‘the best is yet to 

come’.  
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May God strengthen us in pilgrimage, to be his witnesses, to live for him. AMEN.  

If you are able to, I recommend ‘Hilda of Whitby’ by Ray Simpson, to read. You 

can also see these internet links: 

 

https://etc.worldhistory.org/education/hilda-of-whitby-susan-abernethy/ 

www.ohpwhitby.org.uk/the-priory/st-hilda-of-whitby/ 

www.visitwhitby.com/tourist-information/people-places/famous-local-people/st-

hilda 

www.sthildasacc.org/about-us/who-was-st--hilda-of-whitby.html 

 

Let’s pray, 

“God our Father, on this day we give thanks for all the saints, whose lives 

impacted our world. We thank you for Hilda, for all she gave to others, and for 

her faithful service. May we recognise our witness to those around us, and may 

you strengthen us to show the light of your gospel to those we know. In Jesus 

name. AMEN.” 
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