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The Communion of Saints 
 
While we live together on earth as Christians, we are in communion, or unity, with one another. But that 

communion doesn’t end when one of us dies. We believe that the saints, the Christians in heaven, remain in 

communion with those of us on earth. We call this the Communion of Saints, and it's an article of faith in every 

Christian creed from the Apostles' Creed on 

The Communion of Saints refers to the People of God united in a common-union or community through the Spirit 

of Jesus and the faith, hope and promise of salvation which flow from his life, death and resurrection. This 

communion transcends time and space, so that it unites both the living and the dead in a common relationship of 

love and concern which can be an occasion of grace for both.  

As Catholics, we believe that our life doesn't end at death but simply changes. Those who have lived good lives 
and died in the faith of Christ will, as the Bible tells us, share in His Resurrection. 
 
Borrowing from the Letter to the Hebrews and from theologian and Sister of St. Joseph Elizabeth Johnson, we 
can imagine the communion of saints as a giant stadium of people, all of whom have run, or are running, a great 
race. 
 
As each of us takes our turn at the starting line, we are lifted up by the love and encouragement of all those who 
know well the challenges ahead of us and who have stayed to accompany us and cheer us on. “It is a matter of 
being inspired by the whole lot of them, this cloud of witnesses to the living God,” writes Johnson, quoting 
Hebrews: “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight 
and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us”  
 
References to the communion of saints in Catholic belief can be found as far back as the fourth century. The term 
appears in the Apostles’ Creed, thought to have been written in the fifth century.   In the West, the communion of 
saints means a communion of “holy ones,” both the living and the dead. Remember that in the New Testament, 
“saints” means not canonized saints (a much later development), but rather all the people of God. Paul began 
one of his letters, “To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi” (Phil. 1:1). 
 
The communion of saints encompasses not only all believers in Christ, but, according to many scholars, all those 
of truth and love, in whom the Spirit is at work. This includes those on EARTH, those still journeying to God in the 
purification process Catholics call PURGATORY, and those who NOW ABIDE IN GOD. The old terminology for these 
three states was “the church militant” on earth, “the church suffering” in purgatory, and “the church 
triumphant” in heaven. Together we all make up the church, the body of Christ. 
 
The best thing about the communion of saints is that it connects us all—because we are one body. When we 
celebrate the Eucharist, we pray with all those who have gone before us. We living can pray for the dead, “the 
souls in purgatory,” who need prayers on their journey to God. The multitude in heaven pray for the rest of us, 
inspire us by their example, and remain present to us in ways of which we know not. “I will spend my heaven 
doing good on earth,” said St. Thérèse of Lisieux before her death.  
 
IN BRIEF – From the Catechism of the Catholic Church 
960 The Church is a "communion of saints": this expression refers first to the "holy things" (sancta), above all the 
Eucharist, by which "the unity of believers, who form one body in Christ, is both represented and brought about" 
(LG 3). 
961 The term "communion of saints" refers also to the communion of "holy persons" (sancti) in Christ who "died 
for all," so that what each one does or suffers in and for Christ bears fruit for all. 
962 "We believe in the communion of all the faithful of Christ, those who are pilgrims on earth, the dead who are 
being purified, and the blessed in heaven, all together forming one Church; and we believe that in this 
communion, the merciful love of God and his saints is always [attentive] to our prayers" (Paul VI, CPG § 30).  
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Communion of Saints: Earth, Heaven and Purgatory 

What is the Communion of Saints?  Properly speaking, it refers to three groupings of people: 

1) Those on Earth— (previously known as The Church Militant)  

2) The saints in Heaven—(previously known as The Church Triumphant)   

3) The souls in Purgatory——(previously known as The Church Suffering)   

 

Those on Earth 

What brings about our unity more than anything else is the simple but profound fact that we are one with Christ.  

This union with Christ happens to varying degrees and in various ways.  But, ultimately, every person who is in 

some way in the grace of God is part of His Body, the Church.  This forges a deep union not only with Christ but 

also with one another. 

We see this shared communion manifested in various ways: 

– Faith: Our shared faith makes us one.  

– Sacraments: We are each fed by these precious gifts of God’s presence in our world.  

– Charism: Each person is entrusted with unique gifts to be used for the up building of other members of the 

Church.  

– Common possessions: The early Church shared their possessions.  As members today, we see the need for 

constant charity and generosity with the goods with which we have been blessed.  We are to use them for the 

good of the Church first and foremost.  

– Charity: In addition to the sharing of material things, we more importantly share our love.  This is charity, and it 

has the effect of uniting us.  

 

As members of the Church on Earth, then, we are automatically united with each other.  This communion with one 

another goes to the heart of who we are.  We were made for unity, and we experience the good fruit of human 

fulfillment when we experience unity and share in it.   

The Saints in Heaven  

Those who have gone before us and now share in the glories of Heaven, in the Beatific Vision, are not gone.  Sure, 

we do not see them, and we cannot necessarily hear them speak to us in the physical way they did while on 

Earth.  Even though they are enjoying their eternal reward, they are still very much concerned about us.  

The saints in Heaven are entrusted with the important task of intercession.  Sure, God already knows all our 

needs, and He could ask us to go directly to Him in our prayers.  But the truth is that God wants to use the 

intercession, and, therefore, the mediation of the saints in our lives.  He uses them to bring our prayers to Him 

and, in return, to bring His grace to us.  They become powerful intercessors for us and participators in God’s divine 

action in the world.   God wants all of us to share in His good work and to participate in His divine plan.  God wants 

the saints to share in the distribution of His manifold gifts.  And this act fills His heart with joy! 

The saints also give us a model of holiness.  The charity they lived on Earth lives on.  The witness of their love and 

sacrifice was not just a one-time act in history.  Rather, their charity is a living reality and continues to have an 

effect for the good.  Therefore, the charity and witness of the saints lives on and affects our lives.  This charity in 

their lives creates a bond with us, a communion.  It enables us to love them, admire them and want to follow their 

example.  It is this, coupled with their continuing intercession, which establishes a powerful bond of love and 

union with us. 
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The Souls in Purgatory 

Purgatory is an often misunderstood doctrine of our Church.  What is Purgatory?  Is it the place we go to be 

punished for our sins?  Is it God’s way of “getting back at us” for the wrong we’ve done?  Is it the result of God’s 

anger?  None of these questions really answer the question of Purgatory.  Purgatory is nothing other than the 

burning and purifying love of God in our lives! 

When someone dies in God’s grace, they are most likely not 100% converted and perfect in every way.  Even the 

greatest of saints would have some imperfection left in their lives.  Purgatory is nothing other than that final 

purification of all remaining attachment to sin in our lives.  Since in Heaven we cannot have even the slightest 

attachment to sin in it, we must be purified even of that last 1% of impurities (attachments to sin).  This is ideally 

done while we are on Earth.  This is the process of getting holy.  But if we die with any attachment, then we 

simply say that the process of entering into the final and full vision of God in Heaven will purify us of any 

remaining attachment to sin.  All may already be forgiven, but we may not have detached fully from those sins 

which were forgiven.  Purgatory is the process, after death, of burning out the last of our attachments so that we 

can enter Heaven 100% freed of everything to do with sin.  If, for example, we still have a bad habit of being rude 

or sarcastic, even those tendencies and habits must be purged.   

How does this happen?  We do not know.  We only know it does.  But we also know it’s the result of God’s infinite 

love that frees us of these attachments.  Is it painful?  Most likely.  But it’s painful in the sense that letting go of 

any disordered attachment is painful.  It’s hard to break a bad habit.  It’s even painful in the process.  But the end 

result of true freedom is worth any pain we may have experienced.  So, yes, Purgatory is painful.  But it’s a sort of 

sweet pain that we need and it produces the end result of a person 100% in union with God. 

Now since we are talking about the Communion of Saints, we also want to make sure to understand that those 

going through this final purification are still in communion with God, with those members of the Church on Earth, 

and with those in Heaven.  For example, we are called to pray for those in Purgatory.  Our prayers are 

effective.  God uses those prayers, which are acts of our love, as instruments of His grace of purification.  He 

allows us and invites us to participate in their final purification by our prayers and sacrifices.  This forges a bond of 

union with them.  And no doubt the saints in Heaven especially offer prayers for those in this final purification as 

they await full communion with them in Heaven.  It’s a glorious thought and a joy to see how God has 

orchestrated this entire process for the ultimate purpose of the sacred communion to which we are called! 

Steps to Sainthood in the Catholic Church 
Early Christians were in the habit of calling any baptized person a “saint” (from a Latin word meaning “holy 
person”).  The term was eventually reserved for individuals who were martyred for the faith and the deceased 
who were remembered in the local community for being exceptional examples of Christian faith and holiness.  In 
2017 Pope Francis added a third category, the free offering, dedication or sacrifice of one’s life in service to the 
faith.   
 
Today the lives of potential saints are carefully investigated by Rome and entry into the canon of saints 
(“canonization”) is preceded by two preliminary stages, “Venerable” and “Blessed.” Saints are not honored for 
being perfect persons, but for some aspect of their lives which was an exceptional or heroic example of holiness 
or virtue.  All Christians are called to be saints. Saints are persons in heaven (officially canonized or not), who lived 
heroically virtuous lives, offered their life for others, or were martyred for the faith, and who are worthy of 
imitation. 
 
In official Church procedures there are three steps to sainthood: a candidate becomes "Venerable," then 
"Blessed" and then "Saint."  
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Venerable is the title given to a deceased person recognized formally by the pope as having lived a heroically 
virtuous life or offered their life.  To be beatified and recognized as a Blessed, one miracle acquired through the 
candidate's intercession is required in addition to recognition of heroic virtue or offering of life. Canonization 
requires a second miracle after beatification.  The pope may waive these requirements. A miracle is not required 
prior to a martyr's beatification, but one is required before canonization. 
 
Why Do Catholics Pray to Saints? 
But what does the Communion of Saints have to do with praying to saints? Everything. When we run into trouble 
in our lives, we frequently ask friends or family members to pray for us. That doesn't mean, of course, that we 
can't pray for ourselves. We ask them for their prayers even though we're praying, too, because we believe in the 
power of prayer. We know that God hears their prayers as well as ours, and we want as many voices as 
possible asking Him to help us in our time of need. 
 
But the saints and angels in Heaven stand before God and offer Him their prayers, too. And since we believe in the 
Communion of Saints, we can ask the saints to pray for us, just as we ask our friends and family to do so. And 
when we make such a request for their intercession, we make it in the form of a prayer. 
 
A wide variety of devotions developed over the years to honor the saints, including special prayers, litanies, and 
novenas, as well as shrines and festivities celebrated on the saint’s feast day.  Although Catholics have a long 
tradition of honoring or venerating the saints, they do not worship them.  Veneration consists of a certain respect 
and a desire to imitate their virtue, but differs from worship which is reserved to the Divine Trinity.  Catholics 
believe that the example of the saints and their concern for those still living on earth make them powerful 
examples and advocates for the faithful. 
 
Should Catholics Pray to Saints? 
The traditional language of the Church has always been that Catholic pray to the saints, and with good reason—
prayer is simply a form of communication. Prayer is simply a request for help. Older usage in English reflects this: 
We've all heard lines from, say, Shakespeare, in which one person says to another "Pray thee . . . " (or "Prithee," a 
contraction of "Pray thee") and then makes a request.  That's all we're doing when we pray to saints. 
 
What Is the Difference Between Prayer and Worship? 
So why the confusion, among both non-Catholics and some Catholics, about what prayer to the saints really 
means? It arises because both groups confuse prayer with worship.  
 
True worship (as opposed to veneration or honor) does indeed belong to God alone, and we should never 
worship man or any other creature, but only God. But while worship may take the form of prayer, as in 
the Mass and the other liturgies of the Church, not all prayer is worship. When we pray to the saints, we’re simply 
asking the saints to help us, by praying to God on our behalf—just like we ask our friends and family to do so—or 
thanking the saints for having already done so. 
 
Patron Saints 

The church throughout history has venerated saints for a specific reason.  These saints came to be known as 
patron saints. Some saints are considered patron saints of nations, cities or other geographical areas. Others 
were adopted by members of a particular guild or profession. 
  
A popular saint in the United States is St. Patrick, a fifth-century Christian missionary to the people of Ireland.  
Irish Catholic immigrants brought his feast to the United States.  St. Patrick’s in McEwen was settled by Irish 
Immigrants settled in the middle 1800s and built the first church here in 1856. 
 
Patron saints are also venerated by those with particular illnesses or concerns. St. Peregrine Laziosi, a 14th-
century priest who suffered from cancer himself, is the patron saint of cancer patients. 
 

https://www.learnreligions.com/catholic-mass-542959
https://franciscanmissionassoc.org/prayer-requests/devotional-saints/st-peregrine/the-story-of-st-peregrine/
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Relics of Saints 
Relics of the saints are the most precious heirlooms of the Church. They are not simply historical mementos, but a 
means through which God has chosen to bestow great graces to those who venerate them. 
When discussing relics, we often hear the terms “first-class,” “second-class,” and “third-class.” What do these 
terms mean?  These “classes” are the categories into which the Church organizes her relics, based on each relic’s 
proximity to the saint in question. 
 
Relics – Fall into Three Classes 
First-class: This is the “highest” form of relic, and refers to a piece of the body of the saint—including bones, hair, 
etc. This class also includes relics of Christ’s Passion, such as pieces of the True Cross. 
A first-class relic of Padre Pio – a piece of his hair 
Second-class: These relics are items that belonged to or were used by the saint, such as clothing, books, and 

Rosaries, or an instrument used in the torture or death of a martyr. 

Third-class: These are items—such as a rosary, piece of cloth, or prayer card—that have been touched to a first or 

second class relic.   

Saint’s Feast Days 
The Catholic Church assigns one date out of the year for each and every canonized saint — known as the 
saint’s feast day. The saints are remembered on their individual feast days with special mention, prayers, and 
possibly a scripture reading. 
 
A saint’s feast day can be the day of their actual death or a day assigned by the Church. Typically, the Church 
only assigns a day when the day of death is unknown or if several other saints are already assigned to that 
day. The number of canonized saints, however, is greater than the number of days in a calendar year. So two 
or more saints often share the same feast day. Because overlap often occurs, and the Church isn’t sure of the 
date of death of some saints, other calendar dates are sometimes chosen — such as the day that the saint 
was canonized. 
 
Some saints’ feasts are only celebrated in the particular saint’s town or country. Others are internationally 
celebrated.   For example, St. Patrick’s Day, March 17, is celebrated in Ireland, because St. Patrick is the 
patron saint of the entire nation. St. Patrick’s Day is also celebrated in many areas of the United States due 
to the Irish immigrants who crossed the Atlantic. Many U.S. dioceses have cathedrals dedicated to St. 
Patrick, or he’s the patron saint of the diocese. Celebrating the Feast of St. Patrick is a big occasion and 
a solemnity, a full-blown liturgical feast, in such places. In other places, such as Italy, Spain, France, Poland, 
and Germany, St. Patrick’s feast day isn’t celebrated with the same fanfare. 
 
Another example is St. Joseph’s Day, March 19, which is celebrated in Canada and Europe with more hoopla 
than in the United States. He’s the patron of the universal Church and the head of the holy family, which 
refers to Jesus, Mary, and Joseph during the first 30 years of Jesus’ life. Mediterranean people remember 
him in particular with special foods and festivities, and his day is also a full solemnity all over the world. If his 
feast day falls on a Friday in Lent, then abstinence from meat and any fasting are dispensed to give the day 
full recognition.  
 
With some feasts, parishes often have a special Mass and may even have a nine-day novena, which usually 
concludes on the day of the feast itself.  In addition, on the feast days of the founders of religious orders, the 
religious orders that they founded usually honor the feast of their founder with a healthy mix of praying and 
partying.   
 
You can find saints for different places and saints for different occasions. The idea isn’t to replace or diminish 
the role of Christ as the one sole mediator but to show how the family of faith continues to remain a part of 
each member in different ways. 
 

https://www.dummies.com/religion/christianity/catholicism/11-popular-catholic-saints/
https://www.dummies.com/how-to/content/who-is-st-patrick-and-why-do-we-celebrate-st-patri.html
https://www.dummies.com/how-to/content/what-is-lent-and-how-is-it-observed.html
https://www.dummies.com/how-to/content/ways-to-show-devotion-as-a-catholic.html
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All Saints and All Souls 
Catholics celebrate the Communion of Saints in a special way on the   feasts of All Saints (November 1) and All 

Souls (November 2). 

 

THE COMMUNION OF SAINTS, FULLY REALIZED IN HEAVEN, WILL BE GLORIOUS AND EVERLASTING. 

THE INNUMERABLE THRONG WILL PRAISE GOD FOREVER IN PERFECT UNISON. THE BOOK OF 

REVELATION DESCRIBES THE REALITY OF ETERNAL WORSHIP OF GOD IN THE FORM OF A VISION 

GIVEN TO THE AUTHOR: 

“AFTER THIS I HAD A VISION OF A GREAT MULTITUDE, WHICH NO ONE COULD COUNT, FROM EVERY 

NATION, RACE, PEOPLE, AND TONGUE. THEY STOOD BEFORE THE THRONE AND BEFORE THE LAMB, 

WEARING WHITE ROBES AND HOLDING PALM BRANCHES IN THEIR HANDS. (REV 7:9) 

LET US PRAY FOR THE DAY WHEN WE ARE TOGETHER IN HEAVEN WORSHIPPING GOD FOREVER IN 

THE GREAT MULTITUDE THAT IS THE COMMUNION OF SAINTS. 

 

Sources:  My Catholic Life, Catechism of the Catholic Church, Richert, Scott P. "Why Do Catholics Pray to Saints?"  

USCCB, TheCatholicCompany, Catholic for Dummies 

Resources 

RCIA Lesson 8 - Communion of Saints 

Communion of Saints – Catholic Central  

https://youtu.be/2Wm_ho3Bf1g
https://youtu.be/0ueiC1vXO_8

