
Reflection for the 31st Sunday of Ordinary Time

One year seemed very much like the next, they all on this day at my parents’ house seemed like a repeat
of the year before. It might sound like the day I am writing about is not a very enjoyable day. I will have to 
admit and even though I enjoyed many other celebrations and holidays more than the one I am writing about 
this day was an enjoyable day at my parents’ house and in their neighborhood. When I was growing up in 
Albuquerque on this day the neighborhood and my parents’ home was full of activity with people coming 
and doing throughout the day and night. I remember when I was about 14 or 15 years old answering the door
throughout the evening and always responding to the question in the same way. The doorbell rang, I opened 
the door and the visitors asked the question “trick or treat,” the answer was always to provide a bowl of 
candy and all the visitors took what they wanted. I do not recall any house in my parents’ neighborhood on 
that night not opening their door to the visitors and offering them a bowl of candy. It is amazing to think that 
on this day and night people just go from one place to another asking for and receiving candy. This is in 
many ways a strange celebration that happens on October 31st of every year. Over the years communities 
have been concerned about the safety of children and youth that go door to door, so other events and 
opportunities have been created. To me the effort to keep the children and youth safe makes this day even 
more strange, amazing, and unique.

Over the years I have often wondered how we as a nation and as a people have come to celebrate 
Halloween the way we do. This year I recently read article by Blair Donovan titled What’s the Real History 
of Halloween, in this article the author states that the word Halloween means “All Hallows’ Eve.” This is the 
day before the Catholic Feast of All Saints Day, which is a very important Feast in the Catholic Church, 
when we remember all the Saints that have gone before us in faith. It is common to celebrate the vigil of All 
Saints by doing Saintly deeds, to try to be more like the Saints that have gone before us in faith. So it is easy 
to see how going door to door asking for a treat became part of the vigil of All Saints Day.  When we look at 
All Saints Day it is important to note that the early history of the Church, was affected by the persecution of 
the Roman Emperors, so over the years the Church had kept several days for honoring the martyrs of our 
faith. By the third and fourth centuries many local Dioceses instituted a common feast day to ensure that all 
martyrs, known, and unknown were properly honored. By the late fourth century, this common feast was 
celebrated in the Easter Season at Antioch. It was in the 7th century that Pope Boniface formally started what 
would be later known as All Saints Day on May 13, 609 A.D. when he dedicated the Pantheon in Rome as a 
Church in honor of the Virgin Mary and all Martyrs. It was Pope Gregory III that moved the tradition of 
celebrating All Saints’ Day to November 1. It was on this day that Pope Gregory III dedicated a chapel in St. 
Peter’s Basilica to all the Saints. Pope Gregory III ordered that the priests of Rome celebrate the Feast 
annually.

We can also find an ancient Celtic Festival of Samhain that was celebrated on October 31, this 
celebration happened at a time that the Celtic people believed it was the best time of year to connect with 
ones deceased family members. The Jewish holiday of Yom Kippur also typically occurs in the Autumn and 
involves prayers for the deceased. In recent years, some Christians including Catholics have had concerns 
about the pagan origins of Halloween, it is important to note that the vigil of All Saints Day was celebrated 
from the beginning long before Irish practices, stripped of their pagan origins was incorporated into the 
popular celebration of Halloween. It is interesting to note that in post-Reformation England, the celebration 
of Halloween and All Saints Day were outlawed not because they were considered pagan but because of their
connection to the Catholic faith. This also happened in Puritan areas of the Northeastern United States, it was
Irish Catholic immigrants to the Northeastern United States that revived many of the practices as a way of 
celebrating the vigil of All Saints Day.

Just thinking about the question “trick or treat” can create a long and maybe not complete answer.  The 
same can be said for the question that Jesus is asked today in our Gospel reading by the Scribe. The Scribe 
asks Jesus “Which is the first of all the commandments?” Jesus responds by saying “Hear, O Israel! The 
Lord our God is Lord alone! You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with 



all your mind, and with all your strength. The second is this: You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” I 
have often wondered if the Scribe was expecting Jesus to just pick one of the Ten Commandments that 
Moses brought down from Mount Sinai as the most important one.  This is not what Jesus did, rather He 
provided the Scribe with a foundation for how one can live as a follower of the one true God. So often in life 
we might be looking for a quick and easy answer, it appears that the Scribe was looking for an easy answer 
to his question, but what he was given was an answer that he and all of us will spend a lifetime trying to live 
up to.


