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The Trappist monk and priest Thomas Merton, who many regard 

as a great spiritual writer if not an actual saint himself, wrote an article 
called, ‘The Plaster Saint.’ In that article, he criticized our tendency to 
stereotype the saints as perfect people. While a few saints throughout 
our Catholic history probably were nearly perfect, perfection is not the 
norm for sainthood. Sainthood is much broader than that. 

 
As we gather today to celebrate All Saints Day, we do not 

celebrate the perfection of the saints, but the conversion of the saints. 
There is a huge difference. Whereas perfection is an unattainable result, 
conversion is an attainable process. The saints were the ones who 
committed themselves to this attainable process of ongoing conversion 
in this life. Who they were in the past was not who they were in the 
present, and who they were in the present was not who they would 
become in the future. That is why perfection is not a good word for the 
saints. Perfection implies something fixed, final, and immovable, like a 
plaster statue. Conversion, on the other hand, implies change, growth, 
and movement. In short, it implies being human. 

 
As Catholics, we often forget that the saints were human beings, 

just like all of us. Merton critically asks, “do we not, as a matter of fact, 
equate the supernatural with a flat denial of the human?” (19) As a 
corrective to this tendency to oppose humanity and the supernatural, 
he continues, sanctity “is not a matter of being less human, but more 
human than others. This implies a greater capacity for concern, for 



suffering, for understanding, for sympathy, and also for humor, for joy, 
for appreciation of the good and beautiful things of life.” (21) In other 
words, conversion should enhance our humanity, not diminish it. It 
should make us more fully alive, as St. Irenaeus said in the 2nd century. 

 
The saints did not have to be perfect because they knew that God 

alone is perfect. God alone is the one who deserves all blessing, glory, 
wisdom, thanksgiving, honor, power, and might. In the beautiful words 
of Merton, “the true saint is not one who has become convinced that 
they themselves are holy, but one who is overwhelmed by the 
realization that God, and God alone is holy. They are so awestruck 
with the reality of the divine holiness that they begin to see it 
everywhere. Eventually, they may be able to see it in themselves too.” 
(23) 

 
The saints are human beings who commit themselves to ongoing 

conversion, not to perfection. 
 
Do we see God as the source of all holiness and the one who 

infuses the whole world with that holiness? Do I understand that 
sainthood- even if not official canonization- is an attainable process for 
everyone? 
 

As we continue with this mass, let us call on the intercession of all 
the saints- young and old, ancient and contemporary, female and male. 
The saints, in the words of Merton, “want themselves to be simply a 
window through which God’s mercy shines on the world.” On this 
feast of All Saints, may we desire to join the company of the saints and 
be those windows for our world today. 


