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When I was in Rome this past June as part of my sabbatical, we hit the usual tourist hotspots like the 
Coliseum and the Vatican and the ancient catacombs hidden beneath the city. We ate lots of fresh pasta, 
drank our share of red wine, and sucked down a ton of espresso — at least I did. One of the more 
unusual tours we went on took us down into the crypt of the Capuchin monks, located below a 17th 
century church dedicated to their order in the heart of Rome.  
 
The Capuchins are a Roman Catholic monastic order established in the 16th century by a Franciscan 
friar named Matteo da Bascio who believed the order’s leadership had drifted away from the humble 
origins of St. Francis. This reform-minded monk, along with a small group of fellow Franciscans, sought 
to rededicate themselves to the vows of poverty, obedience, penance, and solitude they took as 
Franciscans. For this, they were persecuted by church authorities who were none-too-thrilled at their 
implicit accusations of splendor. Matteo and his band of monks went into hiding after they were 
threatened with arrest for dereliction of their vows. But, in time, they were accepted by the church and 
the order continues to be active, with about 10,000 Capuchin monks around the world. 
 
Somewhere along the line, the Capuchins started keeping the bones of their order’s dead monks and, 
rather than burying them, displayed them in the crypt’s chapels. That’s what we apparently signed up to 
see when we bought our tour tickets online. Now, at one level, this whole thing is totally creepy. There 
are chandeliers made out of femurs; there are stacks and stacks of human skulls; there’s a room with 
designs created exclusively from the pelvises of dead monks; and several rooms contain robed figures 
with their darkened skin still clinging to their skulls. It’s not exactly family entertainment. We won’t be 
adding a Capuchin room to our Not-So-Spooky Haunted House next year.  
 
But at another level, it is incredibly moving to be among saintly souls in this way. To be reminded that 
we are dust and to dust we shall return. To recall that our earthly pilgrimage is short and that we do not, 
in fact, stand at the center of the universe. To remember that we are part of a long continuum of 
humanity that has lived and died over the generations.  
 
Perspective is a great gift, one that we so often ignore, unless it’s brought to the fore in tangible ways. 
And nothing is a more tangible reminder of your own mortality than coming face-to-face with the bones 
of thousands of dead monks. That’s precisely the point the Capuchins are trying to communicate from 
beyond the grave. Indeed, there’s a plaque in the crypt reads, “What you are now, we used to be. What 
we are now, you will be.”  
 
But this point is also being made within the context of Jesus’ resurrection. There is hope embedded deep 
in the marrow of these bones. Because through faith in Jesus Christ we know that death is not the end. 
These bones live! Well, not the bones themselves but the souls attached to them. And so the Capuchins, 
with their unusual tradition, are proclaiming hope and resurrection to the world through these otherwise 
macabre displays. They aren’t meant to frighten, like some scary over-the-top Halloween display, but 
rather to inspire. But faith is the key to seeing the difference. 
 



 

 

One way to think about this divide between the living and the dead comes from language that has 
perhaps fallen out of favor. The church has traditionally referred to its living members as the “church 
militant.” You and I are part of this church militant, an odd phrase to be sure. One that conjures images 
of military struggle. But I think the point is that being a Christian in the world is hard work; discipleship 
takes dedication and intention. We are striving to do our best as followers of Jesus while on our earthly 
pilgrimage.  
 
The other piece of the universal church, known as the “church triumphant,” is comprised of the 
generations of the faithful who now exist in the heavenly realm. Together, the church militant and the 
church triumphant make up the fullness of God’s church; the communion of saints, that great cloud of 
witnesses that transcends all time and space. We are firmly and forever linked to those who have come 
before us in the faith — those we have known and loved and lost, the great saints of the church, and 
those whose names are known to God alone. As a Christian you are part of something so much larger 
than yourself, something that includes generations of dead monks and billions of people who have lived 
and died in the hope of the resurrection to eternal life.  
 
I, frankly, find that comforting. Just as I find it comforting to worship in a place where so many have 
lifted up their prayers before us and so many will continue do so long after we are gone. And just as I 
find it comforting to worship surrounded by the great saints of the church in stained glass and statuary. 
Because on All Saints’ Sunday, we remember the great saints of the church, those women and men who 
have come before us in the faith and continue to inspire us from beyond the grave by their witness to the 
gospel.  
 
So the saints, if we let them into our hearts, can be compelling examples of godly living. But in order for 
us to allow them to inform our own lives we also need them to knock them off their pedestals. Not in an 
iconoclastic, sacrilegious kind of way but by remembering that these men and women, like the Capuchin 
monks, once had blood running through their veins. These were real people who struggled with their 
faith in the same way that you and I, at times, struggle with ours. They were heroic because of their 
humanity, not despite it. So in a sense we have to take the costumes and masks and capes off the saints. 
They’re not Christian Super Heroes with super human powers beyond anything we could imagine; 
though they did often display a super human and heroic faith. And it is here where the example of the 
saints who have come before us, and the living saints among us, can support us in our own journey with 
the risen Christ. As long as we open our hearts and let them in.   
 
Today through the sacrament of baptism, we add yet another name to the communion of saints. Nolan 
McKenna joins us on the journey of faith, on the continuum of sainthood, as another member of the 
church militant, and as part of the great cloud of witnesses to which we all belong. And that’s a good 
and holy and joyful thing. 
 
Of course, I wasn’t just in Rome to look at the bones of dead monks, I was there to do some research for 
my forthcoming book on the intersection of faith and coffee. What I learned is that when what became 
known as cappuccino was introduced in Italy, it acquired the name because the combination of espresso 
and frothed milk that makes up the drink closely resembled the color of the hooded robes of the 
Capuchin monks. So the next time you order a cappuccino, or see it on a menu somewhere, think about 
the bones of dead monks, take a moment to reflect on your own mortality, and remember that you are 
part of something larger than you could even imagine. You are a member of the communion of saints. 


