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What makes a saint?  
Nicola Slee’s poem The edge of God gives an intimation of what a saint might look like: 

What makes God edgy?  
Bible bashers,   
religious professionals,   
intense, pious types  
who do their best  
to keep her edges   
tight, clean,   
pristine.  

God gets nervous  
when she's carless,  
can't go out at night  
roaming the streets for life,   
without risking a ticking off  
from the children next morning.  

She sits at the breakfast table sulking,  
won't tell what she's been up to.   
Slips away to her room,   
slams the door,   
plays her records loud.   1

This gives a very different view of sainthood, of what does not make a saint, and what is important, 
‘roaming the streets for life.’ It gives a different view of where and who God is, not necessarily with 
the censorious children, but the wild mother who ‘Slips away to her room, slams the door, plays 
her records loud.’  
So, what does make a saint? 

 From "Praying Like a Woman" by Nicola Slee1



David Lose contends that according to God, to recognize your vulnerability is what it means to be a 
saint. Not to be perfect, or to be different, or to be particularly pious, or to be zealous, but to be 
vulnerable, and out of that vulnerability to turn to God in need.  2

Many churches around the world celebrate All Saints’ or All Hallows’ Day today, and tomorrow All 
Souls’ Day. Last night was Halloween, the evening before All Hallows’ Day. I wonder if your suburb, 
like mine is festooned with ghosts and ghouls?  This is a time for remembering and celebrating. In 
many countries people go to cemeteries and tidy up the graves. 
All Saints’ Day or All Hallows’ Day is an opportunity to remember those who have inspired us in 
making meaning, and All Souls’ Day is an opportunity to remember the lives of our own kin and 
kith, family and friends who have died.  
So we celebrate All Saints’ Day with the reading from Luke’s gospel of the beatitudes. We don’t 
hear that as often as Matthew’s version. Matthew has Jesus on the mountain speaking to his 
disciples, hence ‘sermon on the mount’. In Luke, Jesus goes up a mountain to pray, and then comes 
down to the level ground, to the place where those in need are, those who want to listen to him, 
those who are looking for healing. In Matthew‘s gospel, the blessed ones are those who are poor 
‘in spirit’. In Luke, it is the real poor, that’s a difference. Luke’s gospel from the very beginning with 
Mary's Magnificat   turns the world on its head and offers hope for those who are struggling.  3

The vulnerable ones are the ones who get a look in in Luke’s gospel and are affirmed. Those with 
power and strength are chided or spoken to differently. Which camp do we fall in? We are in one of 
the rich nations, we live, many of us in Canberra, or other major cities. We seem to have at least 
some support from our welfare and health systems. And at the same time we are helpless. We are 
concerned about the world, about the climate, wars, and frustrated about how little difference we 
can make. So is this reading hope or challenge, or both?  

Sue Heatherington offers a BLESSING FOR LIFE TOGETHER. She prays, 
In our brokenness, 
may we not cling to the raft of power. 
In our shadows, 
may we reach toward the kind light of love. 
In our doubts, 
may we not grab for shallow certainty. 
In our vulnerability, 
may we share this brave space with others, 
Because peace shared is wholeness. 
And through each other’s eyes, we see life 
in all its beauty and colour.  4

Heatherington’s words also point to an idea of holiness, of blessedness, of what it might be be to 
be saint. She says: ‘In our vulnerability, may we share this brave space with others, Because peace 
shared is wholeness. And through each other’s eyes, we see life in all its beauty and colour.’ 

Frederick Buechner teases this out a bit more: 

 David Lose https://www.davidlose.net/2016/11/all-saints-c-saintly-vulnerability/2

 Luke 1:46-553

 https://sueheatherington.com/a-blessing-for-life-together/4

https://www.davidlose.net/2016/11/all-saints-c-saintly-vulnerability/
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=345110734


"BLESSED ARE YOU that weep now, for you shall laugh," Jesus says . That means not just that 5

you shall laugh when the time comes, but that you can laugh a little even now in the midst of 
the weeping because you know that the time is coming. All appearances to the contrary 
notwithstanding, the ending will be a happy ending. That is what the laughter is about. It is 
the laughter of faith. It is the divine comedy.  

In the meantime you weep, because if you have a heart to see it with, the world you see is in 
a thousand ways heartbreaking. Only the heartless can look at it unmoved, and that is 
presumably why Jesus says, "Woe to you that laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep," 
meaning a different sort of laughter altogether—the laughter of callousness, mockery, 
indifference (Luke 6:25). You can laugh like that only if you turn your back on the suffering 
and need of the world, and perhaps for you the time for weeping comes when you see the 
suffering and need too late to do anything about them, like the spectres of the dead that 
Jacob Marley shows old Scrooge as they reach out their spectral hands to try to help the 
starving woman and her child, but are unable to do so now because they are only shadows.  

The happiness of the happy ending—what makes the comedy so rich—is the suggestion that 
ultimately even the callous and indifferent will take part in it. The fact that Jesus says they 
too will weep and mourn before they're done seems to mean that they too will grow hearts 
at last, the hard way, and once that happens, the sky is the limit.    6

In another place, Frederich Buechner, in his book Wishful Thinking, offers a definition of a saint, 
worth repeating. He says, "In God’s holy flirtation with the world, God sometimes drops a 
handkerchief. Those handkerchiefs are called saints."  7

God comes to us in mystery, over time, indeed, as Buechner says, in a holy flirtation with the 
world. The way we will know God is to let time stop, to not be in a hurry, and to learn from the 
person sitting next to us, the ordinary one there on the kitchen bench beside us. 

Author Michael Malone’s mystery thriller First Lady, includes a minor character who was an 
Episcopal priest. 

At one point, that priest reflects on what makes a saint: 

"What makes a saint? If stars are the light, then I'd say saints are people the light shines through. 
Not just the famous saints, because the famous ones are stars, too. But the everyday saints around 
us in the world. Light shines through them and illuminates what they see. The light just goes right 
through them to what they love so that we can see its beauty. They don't get in the way because 
they're looking too."  8

 Luke 6:215

 -Originally published in Whistling in the Dark and later in Beyond Words https://www.frederickbuechner.com/quote-6

of-the-day/2020/2/27/comedy

 https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/5d9b820ef71918cdf2002b92/saint_carlton_is_lowest  7

Samuel Candler

 Michael Malone, First Lady, page 4268

https://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=&msgid=419607&act=111111&c=1318316&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.frederickbuechner.com%2Fwhistling-in-the-dark-a-doubters-dictionary
https://click.icptrack.com/icp/relay.php?r=&msgid=419607&act=111111&c=1318316&destination=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.frederickbuechner.com%2Fbeyond-words-daily-readings-in-the-abcs-of-faith
https://www.frederickbuechner.com/quote-of-the-day/2020/2/27/comedy
https://www.frederickbuechner.com/quote-of-the-day/2020/2/27/comedy


Perhaps Saints are the people the light shines through, those, in every generation, who show us 
God's love affair, God’s flirtation, with humanity.  9

Today we remember and honour those who have inspired us, encouraged us, challenged us, those 
through whom the light shines and show us glimpses of God. Perhaps we aspire to take on some of 
their wisdom. 

Last Saturday Christine Gilbert led a session on ‘silence’ for some spiritual directors from Gippsland 
and beyond, and she offered us this quote from Thomas Merton: 

This will be my solitude, to be separated from myself so that I am able to love You alone, to love 
You so much that I no longer realise I am loving anything. For such a realisation implies a 
consciousness of a self that is separated from You. I no longer desire to be myself, but to find myself 
transformed in You, so that there is no 'myself' but only Yourself. That is when I will be what you 
have willed to make me from all eternity: not myself, but Love. Thus will be fulfilled in me, as You 
will it to be fulfilled, Your reason for the creation of the world and of me in it.  10

When I first read this Thomas Merton quote it made me, my ego self feel so far away from 
attaining anything like this, this melting into the divine, but the quote has stayed with me. It also 
speaks to me of Saints. It invites me to continue my practices continue turning towards God and 
beauty and love, meditating, making the difference I can, not the difference I can’t, and opening to 
others who are able to get out of the way and let the light shine through, the others who point to 
beauty and to love and laughter, and to God. 

So, by definition Saints are not people who try to be Saints. If you look around this space, this 
room, this zoom space, you will see Saints, you will see shining, ordinary people getting on with 
their lives and making a difference in their corner of the world, loving their neighbour as 
themselves. 

So, my dear friends, Saints of God, dropped handkerchiefs, vulnerable and broken and true, God 
bless you. 

 https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/5d9b820ef71918cdf2002b92/saint_carlton_is_lowest  9

Samuel Candler

 Thomas Merton Dialogues with Silence: Prayers & Drawings10


