All Saints, 2025
I love the Roman Canon, the great prayer at the heart of the Mass, sometimes called the ‘Eucharistic Prayer’. I love it because it’s absolutely full of good teaching about the Faith: what we’re doing when we celebrate the Mass, what we believe about God, and – today’s pick – what we believe about the Saints.
I’m always struck by two sentences in the Canon when I’m saying Mass, and they’re both about our friends the saints, and how we relate to God through them. The first is before the Consecration, at the end of the Communicantes, the paragraph with the first great long list of twenty-six saints: having wound up with “Cosmas and Damian and all Your Saints,” the priest prays “that through their merits and prayers, in all things we may be defended by Your protecting help.”
I think that’s perfect. If you’re ever asked, by a friend who hasn’t a clue what Catholics believe about the saints, or a Protestant who wants to know, (or even a confused catholic who thinks it’s mostly about asking S. Anthony to find your car keys…), I don’t think you could beat that: we beg the prayers of the saints, so that, because of those prayers, and their merits, we might be defended by God’s protecting help.
That’s good sound teaching. I’m always struck by the elegant disposition of the pronouns: we have the saints and their merits and prayers; we have we here below with our needs and dangers; and we have You, God, of Whose protection and help we are in need. 
Why do we ask the saints to pray for us? There’s a glib answer, which is ‘why not?’ If we ask our friends, our grannies, our brothers and sisters in the Church militant on earth, to pray for us, why not our brothers and sisters in the Church Triumphant in heaven? They haven’t ceased to exist, and they haven’t ceased to love and care for their confreres who are still labouring in the flesh. 
In fact, one of the reasons we ask for the prayers of the saints specifically, is that they love us more and better than they did when they were alive, because now that they enjoy the Beatific Vision – the Vision of God – they see more perfectly. We know granny can have a sharp tongue, perhaps, so we’re not sure how acceptable her prayers are to God, but we know that the saints are acceptable to Him – that’s why they’re saints. 
And whereas Granny might always be praying for things which aren’t the best for us – that we wear our woollens and keep out of draughts – the saints, who only will what God wills, will be asking for exactly the right things. And because of the merits of the saints, these prayers will be heard. In fact, one of the things the saints merited is precisely to have their prayers for us heard.
But what are we asking the saints to pray for in the Canon? “that we may be defended by Your protecting help.” It’s so important to remember, especially when we’re explaining what we believe to non-Catholics, that everything comes back to God, everything comes down to His Power, that nothing happens outside of His Most Holy Will. The saints aren’t powerful because they can get God to change His mind, or ‘sneak us into heaven by the back door’. That isn’t faith, it’s superstition. 
The saints are powerful for the same reason that anything in Creation is powerful: because God chooses to have it so. Your sincere Protestant friend might say ‘why can’t you just pray to God, why do you have to have all these martyrs and confessors and virgins and widows getting in the way?’ and the best answer is, quite simply, because God wills it. 
All the way through His Creation, God delights in using mediators, other creatures to stand between Him and us. He gives us life through the mediation of our parents, He keeps alive through the medium of food and drink, He saves us using the mediation of the Church and her sacraments, and keeps us safe through the mediation of the saints, in answer to their prayers. That’s how God works. 
God is Himself a community of love, and to draw us to Himself He draws us into a community of love in His Church. And that brings me to the second part of the Canon I want to talk about: we’re after the Consecration now, the second, smaller list, only fifteen names, in the Nobis quoque, the paragraph beginning “To us also, Your servants.” Right at the end, the priest prays this: “admit us, we beseech You, into their company, not weighing our merits, but granting us Your pardon.”
It's a lovely mirror of the Communicantes, which talks about the prayers and merits of the saints, where here we concentrate on our merits – or lack thereof – and our prayer, which is to be admitted into the company of the saints. Again, that’s perfect theology: it’s not about us and our merits, but about God and His Pardon, and we approach the saints as fellow believers, to whose community we’re longing to be admitted.
Another thing I love about the Roman Canon and the saints is how particular it is: these are saints who were really important to the early Roman Church. Some of them most of us would struggle to say anything about (Five points to anyone who can tell me something about Saint Linus). What’s my point? It’s good to have favourite saints! We’re all drawn to different saints, sometimes because their lives interest us, move us, inspire us; sometimes for more obscure reasons: I’ve been followed around by S. Charles Borromeo since I was at Oxford, for instance. I can only conclude that he’s adopted me!
So take this as encouragement: find out about the saints. Fall in love with them, be inspired, make friends of them. And ask their prayers so that, by their merits, but most of all by God’s grace, you might one day be numbered among them.
