Pray for the Dead! 

From the dawn of the church’s life and mission she has always prayed for her members who have died.  Ancient prayers have been found etched into stone in the catacombs and other places of Christian burial.  Through the years the church has commemorated the dead at different times but since the Middle Ages the second of November has been commonly known as All Souls Day.

Indeed in her public worship the Church prays for her dead at least twice every day, both during the Eucharistic Prayer, the most sacred moment of the Eucharistic Sacrifice, and as the last intercession during Vespers. 

The faithful have been encouraged to offer prayers, sacrifices and alms to help our beloved departed ones grow in the grace and capacity to stand before the Triune God. In the writings of Tertullian and Cyprian we are instructed in this sacred duty. Our holy father Saint Augustine himself has written in various places on the necessity of praying for the dead. We can find his spiritual development in Enchiridion of Faith, Hope, and Love and City of God, but even in the Confessions Augustine speaks of his own mother's death and of the necessity for his brother monks to continually remember his father Patricius and his mother Monica at the altar of God. Although Augustine truly knew that his mother had practiced heroic virtue in her life and was indeed one of God's elect, yet he did not hesitate to beg for prayers for her in eternal life.

Let us consider a passage on this topic from a sermon by our Holy Father Augustine.  

If then, even animals, shun death and love life - animals which are created in such a way that each is meant to die when its time comes - how much more should death be shunned by man, who was created that if he had been willing to live without sin he would have lived for ever?

It is inevitable, therefore, that we should be sad when those we love desert us by dying.  Although we know that they are not leaving us for ever but that  we who remain will follow them who have gone a little in advance of us, nevertheless, when  death seizes one we love, it strikes us in the very love we bear. That is why the Apostle did not tell us that we should not be saddened, but that we should not be saddened in the same way as those who have no hope. In the death of those who are close to us we experience both sadness at the necessity of losing them and hope of getting them back.  By the former we are distressed, by the latter consoled; in the one our weakness touches us, in the other faith restores us.  In our loss the human condition mourns, but through hope the divine promise heals.

...However, there is no doubt that the dead are helped by the prayers of holy Church, by the saving sacrifice, and by alms dispensed for their souls; these things are done that they may be more mercifully dealt with by the Lord than their sins deserve.  The whole Church observes the custom handed down by our fathers:  that those who have died within the fellowship of Christ's body and blood should be prayed for when they are commemorated in their own place at the holy sacrifice, and that we should be reminded that this sacrifice is also offered for them.  When these acts of mercy are solemnly performed for their sake, who can doubt that we are truly giving them our support?  The prayers we offer to God for them are not futile.  We must not waver in our belief that they are profitable to the dead, to those of the dead at least who have lived in such a way before death that these things can be useful to them afterward.

Faithful hearts should be allowed, then, to mourn for their loved ones, but with a grief that can be healed; let them shed over our mortal condition tears that can be wiped away, tears that can be quickly checked by the joy of that faith which assures us that when believers die they go but a little distance from us that they may pass to a better estate.

Augustine clearly understands the horror of death and its ability to steal from us those we love. He was well acquainted with the heart-wrenching agony of losing in this life those who have enriched our human existence. In tracing the reality of death Augustine wants us to look at it with the eyes of faith and the true virtue of Christian hope. St. Augustine, who is no stranger to personal sin or the effects of original sin by the free will of everyone, demonstrates the medicine that can help those who have died to grow in their capacity for God. As we have just read, he speaks of the Holy Sacrifice being offered for the departed and of acts of charity and almsgiving to be done on their behalf. This is indeed a message of comfort and hope and a challenge to each one of us to renew our vigor in praying for the dead, especially in this month of the Holy Souls.

One of the famous sons of Augustine of Hippo is St. Nicholas of Tolentine. One night in a dream Nicholas saw one of his departed Augustinian brothers who begged him for prayers for his eternal rest. Without hesitation Nicholas began to pray for this friar and to have masses said for the repose of his  soul, and shortly after he had another dream in which the friar assured him that he was now in heaven in the presence of God.

Because of the teachings of the Church, the instructions of our father St. Augustine, and the example set by St. Nicholas, Augustinians have a great love and charism of praying for the dead. Here in our own Monastery of Mother of the Good Shepherd we can certainly attest to the church’s teaching that the dead, though unable to help themselves, can indeed help us, and in turn we can assist them by our prayers and sacrifices.

We wish to assure you in this holy month dedicated to the Holy Souls that we are remembering all of your loved ones in all of our prayers and masses.

