Homily on the Commemoration of the Dead: First Souls Saturday
Beloved in Christ,

Today, as we gather to observe the First Souls Saturday, we are called to reflect on the sacred
tradition of commemorating the departed in the Orthodox Catholic Church. This day, part of the
broader cycle of Soul Saturdays, holds a special place in our hearts as we offer our prayers for
those who have passed from this life. We remember them not only with love but with a deep
understanding of the eternal nature of our souls and the communion of the saints.

1. The Orthodox Understanding of Life After Death

The Fathers of the Church teach us that the soul is immortal and that after death, it is separated
from the body and awaits the final resurrection. The Apostle Paul, writing to the Thessalonians,
assures us that the dead in Christ will rise first at the Second Coming of Christ, when all will be
resurrected in the flesh (1 Thessalonians 4:16). The Church teaches that our prayers for the
departed do not save them in a direct way, as salvation is through Christ alone. However, the
prayers of the Church, the intercessions of the saints, and the mercy of God can benefit the souls
of those who have died, aiding their journey toward eternal peace.

Saint John Chrysostom, in his homily on the rich man and Lazarus, reminds us that it is our love
and prayers for the dead that continue to offer them hope, as they await the fullness of God’s
mercy. He states, "We should pray for them with all our might, for we believe that our prayers
for them are able to bring them comfort and relief from their sufferings."

2. The Importance of Prayer for the Dead

The Orthodox Church encourages the faithful to offer prayers for the deceased, especially during
designated times like the Soul Saturdays. It is an act of love and compassion that transcends time
and space. The Church teaches us that the prayers of the living can aid the departed as they
continue their journey towards the Heavenly Kingdom.

The prayers we offer on Soul Saturdays are a manifestation of our unity in Christ, as the
Orthodox faith upholds the communion of saints—the unbroken bond between the living and the
dead. St. Cyprian of Carthage, one of the early Church Fathers, writes, “The Church offers
prayers for the dead in order to provide comfort for their souls and to ask God’s mercy upon
them."

The Souls Saturdays offer us an opportunity to intercede on behalf of our loved ones,
remembering that death is not the end, but a transition into another state. It is an act of great
charity to pray for the dead, just as it is an act of mercy to visit the sick or care for the poor.
3. The Role of the Church in the Afterlife

The Church, in its wisdom, offers us an understanding of the afterlife that emphasizes both the
mercy and justice of God. On one hand, the Church teaches that God is a loving Father, slow to



anger and abounding in mercy (Psalm 103:8). On the other hand, the Church also reminds us that
God is just, and each person will give an account of their life before Him (Romans 14:10-12).

The prayers for the dead, particularly those offered on Soul Saturdays, acknowledge both the
mercy and justice of God. As we remember our loved ones, we ask God to show mercy on their
souls, even as we trust in His justice. St. Gregory of Nyssa teaches us that “the judgment of God
is not a cause for despair but a cause for hope, for He is both just and merciful.”

St. Basil the Great reminds us that prayer is never wasted. “God does not overlook the prayers of
His faithful, but listens attentively to our supplications, even for those who have gone before us.”
We see, then, that the prayers of the Church are a powerful force, not just for the living but also
for those who have departed this life.

4. The Resurrection and Hope in Christ

At the heart of every Soul Saturday is the hope of the Resurrection. Our prayers are not offered
as a means of escaping death, but as a reminder that, through Christ, death has been conquered.
In his homily on the resurrection, St. John Chrysostom declares, “Christ is risen from the dead,
trampling down death by death, and upon those in the tombs bestowing life." It is this life that
we pray for our departed loved ones, that they may experience in its fullness in the Kingdom of
God.

The Orthodox Catholic Church's liturgical life reflects this hope, as we recite hymns like
"Memory eternal” during the services for the departed, reminding us that death is not the end. St.
Athanasius the Great writes, “For the righteous, death is but a passage to a better life. They have
not perished; they live in Christ.” Indeed, we remember that Christ’s victory over death
guarantees the resurrection of all who have been baptized into His name.

5. Practical Steps for Commemorating the Dead
How, then, should we commemorate the dead, especially on Soul Saturdays?

e Prayers and Liturgies: Attend the Divine Liturgy and participate in the prayers for the
dead, both at church and at home. This is the most important way we can intercede for
the souls of our loved ones.

e Almsgiving and Acts of Charity: St. John Chrysostom writes that when we offer alms
on behalf of the dead, it serves as a powerful intercession before God. "Almsgiving is the
sign of mercy that calls down God’s grace on the soul of the departed."

« Fasting and Repentance: These are acts that unite us with the departed in prayer and in
striving toward holiness. St. Basil the Great teaches that fasting is a way to open our
hearts to God’s mercy, which we also extend to the souls of the deceased.

e Memory Eternal: Finally, we keep the memory of our loved ones alive by speaking their
names with reverence and honoring them in our prayers.

Conclusion



Brothers and sisters, on this First Souls Saturday, let us approach the tombs of our departed loved
ones with humility and love. Let us offer our prayers, trusting in the mercy of God and the hope
of the Resurrection. We remember them not in sorrow alone, but in the joyful anticipation that
one day, we will all be reunited in Christ, who is the Resurrection and the Life. As we pray for
the dead, we are reminded of the eternal truth of the Orthodox Catholic faith: in Christ, death has
no power, and life reigns forever.

May the prayers of the Church, the intercessions of the saints, and the mercy of our loving God
grant rest to the souls of the departed, and may He guide us all to eternal life in His Kingdom.

Memory eternal!

Amen.



