
A UBG Halloween, with Brother Mathew Paul on All Souls' Eve 

McCall:  Well, hello, friends and happy Halloween it's me, McCall,  with us. Spooky special unboxing God Halloween 

bonus episode.  I spent a fair part of my life as, I guess what the kids nowadays call emo back then it was goth or 

punk. The point is I had a bleach blonde mohawk, a nose piercing. I wore lots of black leather, skulls, eye make up, 

spiders. Basically, I came off like that kid who would get struck by lightning if I stepped inside a church. So I've always 

wondered why believers seem so frightened of death, whether it is a skull, a Ouija board or Dungeons and Dragons. 

I've heard of kids who can't even go trick or treating because it's the "devil's night". 

[00:00:57] Well, in true unboxing God fashion. I wanted to learn more about the origins of all Hallows' Eve without 

preconceived ideas, to explore this cultural and religious haunted house, if you will. So, today I have a special trick or 

treat in store for you. Regular listeners of the show will remember brother Matthew Paul. 

[00:01:24] He's been on unboxing gods several times talking about his higher power, mysticism, and he gave us the 

first, what I'd consider accurate and totally enlightened understanding of the creation story. 

[00:01:39] Well, he is back to give us, a fascinating and contemplative backdoor look at one of his favorite holidays, 

Halloween. We're going to learn the origins and how it's relationship with Western Christianity specifically has 

evolved over time to our current traditions today. So throw on Monster Mash, grab some of those mini snicker bars 

and turn down the lights. 

[00:02:06] Take it away, brother Matthew. 

[00:02:08] Brother Matthew Paul Grote: Hello. Thank you so much for having me back. I am so excited to be here, to 

talk about one of my favorite holidays: Halloween. 

[00:02:17] So today I want to give some information on the history of the holiday , but I also want to clear up some 

misconceptions. So let's jump right in the origins of Halloween. Are in the ancient Celtic holiday of Samhain -around 

October 31st, through the first few days of November, the ancient Celtic peoples, and by that, I mean those who 

populated the British Isles, England, Ireland, Scotland, and other areas, the Isle of Man, as well, Wales- all celebrated 

a kind of harvest festival around this time, which makes sense. Being people of agriculture,  living close to the land 

and having their religion  often flow from what they see in nature. This was a very special time for them.  

[00:03:01] Now, because of the harvest, they would be having a lot of foods -seasonally- that would come in in large 

quantities - such as apples, and different kinds of gourds, and things of that sort. And so we see that those things 

have become very much associated with the holiday - very naturally.  But also, it was a time of switching over from 

the summer to the winter. And in fact, the word Samhain means 'summer's end'  and that's going to become 

important. Because, as it turns out, scholarship from the 18th century was quite incorrect about that word and it 

spread a lot of confusion, and misinformation along with it. But we'll come back to that.  

[00:03:45] So, as this time was a time of harvest of preparing for a very grueling time of year - the winter, when food 

would become scarce and rationing would need to be taken into consideration.  There was a tendency to have large 

festivals to celebrate the time of year with the bountiful harvest, if it was bountiful, and to prepare for the time of 

year, that would have many fewer opportunities for a celebration. And so you have parties, drinking, seasonal foods, 

but also... the settling of debts, and the paying of wages.  And it was also a holiday of civic importance for this reason 

as well. 

[00:04:27] But in 1762, there was a British military engineer, Charles Vallancé, who was sent to Ireland to do survey 

work.  When he was there, he ended up collecting a lot of information that he believed to be accurate - and not all of 

it was inaccurate -  but some of it seems to have been of his own, if not invention, at least pet theory. In a Collection 

of Irish things, as it was called - his Collectanea De Rebus Hibernicis. He talked about Samhain and the feast of 

Halloween as the Druids would have celebrated it, at least in his mind. And he translated Samhain as the name of a 



God - the God of the dead. And this has no historical backing. This word was not used as the name of a God 

anywhere else. And at the time   Charles Vallancey was rejected by historians, and his contemporaries. In fact, most 

of his work was rejected as ridiculous. However, somehow his works were disseminated throughout British libraries 

and book collections, and the misinformation spread along with it.  

[00:05:38] Two centuries later, even in the 1990s, Christian groups in the United States, and other groups as well, 

were citing these old stories... of Druids burning people, and appeasing this God of the dead, Samhain, and it came 

to have a very dark and disturbing quality to it, as a holiday. But that was not really an accurate description of the 

early festivities that we know of - which, we've explained, had a much more innocent - even if, perhaps, sometimes a 

dark and mysterious- religious connotation within early groups.  

[00:06:10] But the fact of the matter is we know very little about the early Druids. Even modern Neopagans, in the 

Druidic movement, admit this - and talk about Druidry as something that we are, basically, reinventing. Along with 

the start of the more well-known Neo pagan religion, called Wicca... in the 19th century and early 20th century, was 

the Order of Bards, Ovates, and Druids founded in 1964 by Ross Nichols, who was a friend of Gerald Gardener. Ross 

Nichols began this movement, in a kind of breakaway from Wicca, to be more nature oriented. But, also, to focus 

more on the idea of story and myth as it relates universal truths... which, he believed, was an integral part of the 

druidic tradition. Since the Druids - we do know, one thing about them was that they could not commit their stories 

and their religious tenants to text. But instead, only could hand them on through oral tradition.   

[00:07:15] And so, Ross Nichols, and his group, The Order of Bards, Ovates, and Druids,  began to study ancient texts 

such as the Mabinnogion - a 12th to 13th century collection of British and Celtic histories, written in Middle Welsh. 

This was a collection of the oral traditions of the early Celtic peoples, and is perhaps one of the best works of 

literature we can look at to understand some of the beliefs of the early peoples'. Now in 1988, a man named Phillip 

Cargon was asked to lead the Order of Bards, Ovates, and Druids. And since then he has published widely on the 

topic of both Druidry and Wicca, and has become a sort of household name for the modern neopagan movement. 

And he, and a close colleague of his, Penny Billington, in their works have been very open about the fact that the 

modern neopagan movement and historians know very little about the celebrations of the holidays of the early 

Druids. And that, in large part, what we have are truly reconstructions, based on these stories that we've mentioned.  

[00:08:20] However, the roots of Halloween are not merely pagan, but also very Christian.   The Christian peoples 

had a very similar regard for nature and for the earth in ancient times, and had much less of that, pronounced 

quality of dominating the earth, that we might experience in a number of Christian writings that we look back on 

today. But had much more of a respect as they lived off the land. And they understood the land to be one of God's 

most beautiful creations. And so, very similarly, their harvest festivals, the paying of debts, the giving of wages, the 

seasonal foods, and even the drinking... became a big part, for them, of celebrating this time of year.  

[00:09:07] However, in 998, Bishop Odilon, the Bishop of Clooney, the legend has it that he heard of an Island where 

a cave mouth gave out the sounds of the souls in purgatory and torment. Now purgatory is the Catholic belief that 

Holy souls - who will go to heaven- after they have died, we're not quite Holy enough for heaven yet. And so God has 

prepared a special place of purgation, or purification. Throughout the centuries, this doctrine of the church has been 

developed more and more to be more comprehensible. But, at this time, this inspired Odilon to work to institute The 

Feast of All Souls, which comes about on November 2nd. 

[00:09:50] However, more ancient than this feast, was the Feast of All Hallows, or All Saints. Coming about as early, I 

believe, as the third century, but at least the 3rd through the 5th centuries... this holiday was celebrated usually 

sometime in May, as a feast of celebrating all the Holy men and women who have actually merited the status of 

Saint -through God's grace- and we believe them to be in heaven with God. And it's a celebration of the positive side 

of death, in many ways. The idea that we have a family in heaven, and that we will one day join them, God-willing, in 

the joy of the afterlife.  



[00:10:28] Throughout time though, and maybe very likely to place a holiday of a similar sort to Samhain... So that 

those Celts who had been evangelized by the church, and who wished to be baptized as Christians, might still be able 

to celebrate their holiday in a religious way... the holiday was moved to November 1st. Creating the All Hallowmus - 

putting together the two holidays, eventually, of All Saints' and All Souls', back to back. And then having All Hallows' 

Eve take the place of some of those early Samhain celebrations. Again, the festivities remain remarkably similar.  

[00:11:08] It happens that, though, some of the biggest pushback against Halloween may have not started because 

of Charles Vallency, but rather started out earlier than that... during the Protestant reformation. King Henry the 

Eighth and his daughter, Elizabeth, tried hard to stamp out All Saints' Day and Halloween celebrations - which used 

to consist of what we have mentioned already, but also with the ringing of church bells throughout the city and a 

number of folk traditions. It was seen as a very Roman Catholic holiday, especially with the emphasis on saints, in the 

Roman Catholic theology. 

[00:11:44] And so, in a way of trying to distance themselves from Rome, they tried to outlaw the ringing of the bells 

and a number of other festivities, on that day.  At this time, and moving forward, the holiday was replaced by, what 

is now, a very popular British holiday known as Guy Fawkes Night, or Bonfire Night. 

Guy Fawkes' Day + Bonfire Nights [00:12:06] 

[00:12:06] You may be familiar with the phrase "Remember the 5th of November". And that's because in 1605, on 

November 5th, a man named Guy Fawkes had set up many barrels of gunpowder beneath the House of Lords, in 

England. And this was a protest -perhaps much more than a protest- but a kind of an assassination attempt, against 

James the First, who was attempting to suppress Catholicism, in England. Guy Fawkes was a Roman Catholic, and he 

and a group of others took great issue with the suppression of their faith at the time. Not saying that it was an 

excusable act, but one that at least was part of an already existing political drama.  Guy Fawkes, however, was 

stopped, and he was taken, tortured and killed -drawn and quartered- by the English monarchy. And that celebration 

became a night celebrated as the saving of the King's life, and became a national holiday... where images of Guy 

Fawkes, ever since, have been burned in effigy on that night in large bonfires... Keeping a lot of the traditions of 

Halloween alive, but moving them to this time of the 5th of November. 

[00:13:15] These celebrations continue today, but the anti-Roman Catholic sentiment has persisted in some parts of 

the world, but probably been somewhat forgotten in others. For i nstance, it did move to the United States, but had 

been celebrated under other disguises as well. Especially after America was removed from Britain. In this, it became 

known as Pope Night, or still perhaps Bonfire Night, where the Pope's image would be burned in effigy. No longer 

did the United States want to celebrate the saving of the British King, since we now had our own democracy, 

separated from Britain. But the festivities were a part of their culture, and remained. 

But, Why The Bad Rep? [00:13:56] 

[00:13:56] This still doesn't explain the fascination with a lot of the darker side of Halloween, or the association of 

Halloween with Satanism, and with the devil.  Yes, we have the pagan background. But as I said, that was not, until 

the 18th century, seen as something so gruesome. Today, a lot of groups -especially evangelical groups online- refer 

to Halloween as 'The Devil's Holiday', or the Devil's Night. We hear about midnight on Halloween being the witching 

hour. And as we have said, modern Neo pagans -who practice their own form of witchcraft- have come to identify 

the holiday as being one of the key holidays for their practice. But we also do see, in Satanic churches -whether they 

be philosophical atheist Satanism, or whether they are actual spiritual Satanic churches- the idea that Halloween has 

become a special night for ritual and for gathering.  

 

 



FortuneTelling [00:14:59] 

[00:14:59] Now it is most likely that this emphasis with Halloween, through the centuries, on not only death, which 

has come to be seen as something sort of dark, and very creepy, or scary, to a culture that distances itself from 

death whenever possible... but also because fortune telling has been a part of Halloween for centuries. 

[00:15:25] Fortune telling, in the Christian tradition, has always been considered something that is dangerous and 

contrary to the Law of God. From the idea that time, and providence, and what the future holds for us, is something 

that only God can, and should, know. And that fortune telling involves recourse to spiritual realities that do not have 

our best interests at heart. Now this was not always the case, even in the Judeo-Christian tradition, but specifically 

what I mean there is that... in the early Jewish, and early Christian tradition, uh, something like casting of lots... but 

only at God's command... was seen as permissible - a way for God to make his will known. But the idea of fortune 

telling in a negative sense is doing this without God's command - doing this on one's own. 

[00:16:17] From the earliest times, the pagan tradition has employed the casting of lots, reading of entrails, augury, 

the watching of birds, and a number of other divinatory methods in order to understand the will of the gods.   And 

this kind of thing has persisted - on Halloween as well as in other holidays, throughout the centuries. Fortune-telling 

was believed to be a fun exercise, because of the time of year being a special spiritual one. For Halloween, for All 

Souls, All Saints, and for Samhain, the veil between the worlds has been considered 'thin'. The Celtic 'Other World'  -

either with looking at the Welsh Other World of Ahnoon,  or if you're looking at the The Land of Summer, The 

SummerLands, as the ancient Celts... and still today, the modern neopagan movement will speak of the afterlife...  

Uh, you see the idea that the veil between the worlds is thin on special nights of the year - and Halloween is 

probably the most notable for this.  

[00:17:16] And this has been true for Christian traditions as well. As I've mentioned, the belief in purgatory, and 

praying for the souls who await being admitted into heaven, as they're purged of their different vices and faults that 

they were not able to overcome while on earth. The Christians would believe that they were given a special time of 

year to pray for the dead and to help them, but also to remember their departed loved ones. A lot of the traditions 

of placing out special foods for the departed -especially their favorite foods- and things of that nature, have been 

retained to today and can be seen even as precursors to trick or treating.    

Divination [00:18:02] 

[00:18:02] But going back to the idea of divination, the Christians who would participate in these divinatory practices 

were not considered to be doing something virtuous, or a completely innocent, when they would - although perhaps 

there was often an element of game to it... that they didn't really believe they were practicing divination, but that 

they were doing something more akin to playing with a magic eight ball. 

[00:18:25] You would have young girls peeling an apple core, and then throwing it into water or a fire, and seeing the 

way it would curl. And they would believe that the way it curled might spell the first initial of the person they were 

going to marry someday. Or you would have various games... that even we would still think of today as being part of 

sleepovers... going into a room with a mirror and saying something particular, or spinning oneself around, and 

imagining that you would see your future spouse in the mirror behind you. 

[00:18:58] However, stories have been recorded that speak of these things more as something dangerous. You get 

stories of Christian girls performing divinations on Halloween night and being confronted with the devil, and having 

rather nasty consequences. And this began to take form even in popular-  iconography such as on postcards, or 

posters, and things of that sort. So, here, we really start to see the first introduction of the devil to Halloween. And 

he has stayed. Up until modern day, children dressing up as Imps, and demons, and the devil himself... for 

Halloween. 



[00:19:37] However, this would have been called, back in the day, Mumming. The idea that one would -on special 

holidays, such as Christmas, or Halloween- dress up for, plays and play instruments and March through the streets. 

And it had a very innocent connotation. But also, dressing in these scary guises was a way of keeping away spirits 

who might have negative intentions, on this night when the veil was thin.  And so not so much as an idea of 

worshiping the devil, but letting it be known that the devil is a dangerous figure, but also a kind of a mockery of the 

devil... seems to be his introduction into Halloween. 

All Souls' Day + Trick or Treating [00:20:18] 

[00:20:18]   When it comes to the Holy souls in purgatory, as we've referenced, we also, as I've said, begin to see the 

beginnings of trick or treating. Throughout the centuries with Halloween, we begin to see children moving more and 

more to going door to door, with instruments, and dances, and different things - in almost a kind of a Christmas 

caroling sort of attitude. And as this has progressed, there began to be a practice in Catholic families, known as 

'souling' - where children would go door to door, asking for soul cakes. Soul cakes were these small, little cakes that 

were baked by those in the home, and handed out to children asking for them. The children would pray for the dead 

and, in return, would be given one of these cakes.  It was a special way of keeping the religious attached with 

something festive and novel. 

[00:21:11]  We also have to remember, that at these times there wasn't radio, or television, or a way of having a 

party, that didn't revolve around being rather creative.  Sometimes just getting out of the house, putting on special 

clothes, singing songs, and having special games like this, was a way of really setting the night apart and creating a 

fun atmosphere. And I think that's still true today - trick or treating has been increasingly popular. Although we 

remember, in the nineties, the scares about signing candy that had been tampered with. Or undesirable additives 

being put into children's trick or treat baskets. But that's a more recent kind of aberration and although it may have 

dampened the enthusiasm for trick or treating to a certain extent, it still seems that people are going out of their 

way with things like trunk or treat, church trick or treating, harvest festivals, and things of that nature... to keep 

children able to celebrate this fun holiday in a way that is safe. 

[00:22:12] And so, as we have it today, it is still been maintained that Halloween night is a special night - where Neo 

pagans and Christians together can both agree, on some level, that there's a way in which the veil is thin - the way 

our loved ones seem more present to us. The way that the ancestors that we reviere, have gone before us, and 

deserve to be remembered. And a way in which we understand that the Divine must be thanked for all the gifts of 

the year. And we remind ourselves that we should take pleasure and rejoice in these gifts, and make the most of the 

time that we have been given.  

[00:22:53] The feasts of All Saints' and All Souls' continue strongly throughout the world. And although Halloween 

has become more secularized, with commercialism, and through horror films and the like... the spiritual element is 

still very strong, for those who practice it - both amongst Christians and pagans. 

[00:23:14]   McCall: After a quick commercial break brother, Matthew Paul will be back to tell us about the 

Dominican devotion to the dead.  

Devoted To The Dead [00:23:29] 

[00:23:29]   Brother Matthew Paul Grote:  The devotion to the dead is a very strong one, still, in the church. One 

that has been a part of the life of my particular order, ever since its founding. The Dominican order has always 

embraced something a little different from most monastic orders. Instead of the idea of leaving one's family behind, 

and taking on a completely new life when entering the convent... We believe that our parents, in a sense, become 

part of the Dominican family. And so our ancestors and our parents are very important to us. And we have often 

made sacrifices in order to ensure that the brothers and sisters in the order are still able to take care of their 

parents, in their old age, while being a meaningful part of the community. Also, making sure that the parents and 



relatives understand that instead of losing a son or a daughter to religious life... in a way, they gain the entire order 

as an extended family.  

[00:24:37] And for us, this has extended always into praying for our dead - every single day. In the order, we have 

the list of all those who have died on any particular day, in all of our provinces. And this list is read - in every house, 

every day - prayers are said for those departed.    It's often been said that, uh, while it's good to live as a Dominican, 

in some sense, it's better to die as one! Because of the constant remembrance and prayers that you will receive, for 

the rest of the order's existence.  

[00:25:10] But also the idea of praying for our loved ones, our family, our relatives, and our deceased benefactors is 

something that is very strong for the order, and gives a particular flavor to our devotions. In fact, the order has strict 

rules on a number of masses, and rosaries, and offices, to be celebrated for the departed, during the time after their 

death, and also weekly, to commemorate all of the deceased of the order. And so, the idea of praying for the Holy 

souls in purgatory, praying for our dead loved ones, and remembering our deceased, is something that's very 

important, to me, and very important to our order. 

Purgatory Prayers [00:25:57] 

[00:25:57]   It should be said that even the theology of our relationship with the souls in purgatory has developed 

over time. In the 13th century, Saint Thomas Aquinas, a Dominican as well, had written that he believed the souls in 

purgatory were in no position to be praying for us. That in their particular state, between earth and heaven, they 

were ignorant of us, in some sense, and we're not in a position to offer prayers - because of their need for purgation. 

However, Saint Robert Bellarmine, in the 16th century, disagreed. And strongly asserted that he believed that the 

Holy souls, being so close to heaven -closer than we are- we're in a great position to pray for us - but not themselves. 

That in a way, they had to rely on our prayers for them, but that they could intercede for us. And then, more 

recently, in the 20th century, we have St. Pius of Pietrocina, or commonly known as Saint Padre Pio, who was a 

Franciscan mystic, and stigmatist -meaning, he exhibited that he had the wounds of Christ's crucifixion, miraculously, 

on his body.... he taught some things in the middle which does a good job of synthesizing, yes, in a way, the Holy 

souls in purgatory aren't in a position to pray for us in some sense, but instead God provides them with the 

knowledge that they need to pray for us. And it's part of their time spent in purgatory, to engage in that work of 

charity - to pray for those on earth, while relying on those on earth to pray for them. And in a way we still see this 

familial charity -this love- maintained after death. That they love us, and we love them. And that relationship 

continues strong, until we are all brought together again, and heaven. 

[00:27:48]  McCall: Don't you just love him? How nonjudgmental and accepting he is of all religious faiths and 

traditions? He shows so much respect and consideration for other people's beliefs, even if he disagrees with them. 

To the point where he specified atheistic or spiritual Satanism, and knows the difference between them? That is cool 

in my book. That is why I am proud to call him my friend.  

Outro [00:28:17]  

[00:28:17] Brother Matthew Paul Grote: And so I hope this has been an interesting little foray into the history of 

Halloween, and an explanation of some of my own traditions on that, as both a Catholic and a Dominican. I could 

ramble for hours and hours.   But I will leave you there, and thank you again for having me. It's been very exciting to 

get to talk about this with you, I look forward to next time. 

[00:28:40] McCall: Please do make sure you visit our website at unboxinggodpodcast.com If you like this episode. 

You can also drop any of us a note, if you'd like. Think of it as your own trick or treat for me, cause I can't wait to 

hear from you. But in the meantime, this is McCall, saying bye... for now. 

[00:29:01]  And do the mash, do the monster mash - sha nuh nuh dum. Did the graveyard smash. Do the mash. 


