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TRADITIONS                

What is All Souls’ Day?
All Souls’ Day is a solemn feast in the Roman Catholic 
Church remembering our loved ones and friends who 
have gone before us.  According to Catholic tradition, 
it is believed that the departed do not immediately ex-
perience the reality and goodness of God and Heaven.  
Before entering this state of infinite peace, the deceased 
atones for his or her offenses against God, self, and 
neighbor and is purged of his/her wrongdoings. The 
Catholic Church calls this purification of the elect ‘pur-
gatory’ and teaches that through prayers and masses, we 
hold up our loved ones as they journey home. 

While the Feast of All Saints’ (celebrated November 1)
is a day to remember the glories of Heaven and those 
there, the Feast of All Souls’ is a communal celebration, 
as the community of the faithful is bonded by shared 
grieving and remembering. The feast of All Souls’ also 
reminds us of our moral responsibility to live lives root-
ed in Gospel values. 

Where did it come from?
Faithful believers have prayed for the dead since be-
fore Christianity, and different regions of the world 
have celebrated different traditional practices: 

• Benedictine monasteries held a commemo-
ration of their deceased members on “Whit-
suntide,” an ancient version of Pentecost. 

• Around 636 AD, the Saturday before Pentecost 
was a day for remembrance of the dead in Spain.

• German Catholics honored the dead on October 
1st each year, according to an abbot in 980 AD. 

The official All Souls’ Day was primarily influenced by 
a French abbott named Odilo of Cluny in AD 998. He 
mandated that one day each year be set aside as a day of 
commemoration for the deceased. 

The tradition spread to Carthusian congregations and 
then to the entire Western Catholic tradition. Today all 
Western Catholics celebrate the Commemoration of All 
the Faithful Departed or All Souls’ Day on November 
2nd. It is also still remembered in the Anglican and Lu-
theran traditions. 

November 2nd: All Souls’ Day

One Border, One Body

Each year on November 2nd, a joint All Souls’ Day 
and Día de los Muertos mass is held on the border 
between the U.S. and Mexico. The mass takes part 
on both sides of a 16-foot fence, in the desert where 
too many immigrants have lost their lives. In this 
arid place, people from both sides of the fence come 
together to celebrate the Eucharist and remember 
those who have passed. Love for all is the focus, not 
separation or exclusion. 

The mass is usually celebrated in Spanish on both 
sides, and both countries use the same colors, dec-
orations and symbols. The Cristo Rey mountain, 
which straddles the border, serves as the backdrop 
for this unifying celebration of life and remember-
ance of those who have passed. The event is equal 
parts All Souls’ Day and Día de los Muertos, and 
fully a communion of believers.

Film website: http://oneborderonebody.nd.edu/

As the holiday of Halloween was born as a combination 
of traditional ethnic practices and the Catholic holiday 
of All Saints’ Day, the holiday of Día de los Muertos or 
“Day of the Dead” has morphed from All Souls’ Day 
and traditional Meso-American indigenous rituals. Turn 
the page to find out more about this tradition.



  2 /2 by Education for Justice

TRADITIONS                

A unique combination of Christianity and ancient in-
digenous traditions from Central and South America, 
Día de los Muertos is a traditional celebration held in 
remembrance of the dead. The Aztecs, Mayans, and 
other Meso-American civilizations have held rituals to 
commemorate the dead for over 3000 years. The most 
significant was that of Miccailhuitontli, a month of cel-
ebrating ancestors who have passed from this life.  

When Spanish Conquistadors moved into Mexico, they 
found this tradition sacrilegious and tried to put it to 
an end. When the indigenous people refused, a com-
promise was reached: the traditional celebrations were 
merged with the Catholic holiday of All Souls’ Day. 

The celebration was shortened to two days and moved 
from the summer to the beginning of November. In 
most localities, November 1st is set aside for remem-
brance of deceased infants and children, often referred 
to as angelitos (little angels). Those who have died as 
adults are honored on November 2nd. 

The holiday is not a day of mourning, but a celebration 
of the lives of those who have passed, and a festive way 
to dispel the fear associated with death. Families visit 
their ancestors’ graves, bringing picnics with special 
symbolic meals and desserts. It is believed that the spir-
its of the deceased visit their descendants on this holi-
day.  Beautifully decorated altars are set up to welcome 
them home. Refreshments to provide sustenance for the 
journey are arranged on the altar. 

Food and candy are almost always present, as are sym-
bolic flowers (like marigolds) and candles. Sometimes 
beverages, and a basin of water and a washcloth are also 
set out.  Families play festive music and dance, happy 
to have their ancestors return. 

Though the traditions vary from region to region, most 
celebrations feature similar decorations and themes. 
For example, skulls and skeletons abound on Día de los 
Muertos. As a symbol of the attitude towards death, they 
are not seen as ‘creepy,’ but are decorated and festive -- a 
celebration of life and death! They are most commonly 
dressed and smiling, and many people will paint their 
faces ornately to look like skeletons on Día de los Muer-
tos. The most popular desserts are shaped like skulls. 
The famous sugar candies are elaborately decorated, and 
often personalized and given as gifts. It is said that when 
one eats them, he or she “takes a bite of death,” and has 
nothing to fear. Pan de muertos, the traditional bread, is 
often molded to look like angels or animals, and is cov-
ered in sugar.

Día de los Muertos


