ALL SOULS – HINTON AMPNER NOV 2, 2009 

Mark 15:33-39, 16:1-6

I Corinthians 15:17-26
“For as all die in Adam all will be made alive in Christ.” St Paul had such confidence that the end of this life was only the beginning of our life with Christ; a confidence that’s reinforced for us by Jesus’ memorable words to the thief hanging alongside him on the cross: “Today you will be with me in paradise.”
An American preacher, Dwight Moody, once remarked late on in his own life: “one day soon you will hear that I am dead. Do not believe it. I will be more alive than ever before.”
But it’s one thing to say that… and sound so bright and breezy. It’s quite another to believe it heart and soul, to feel it when death comes to the ones we love and turns our world upside down. 
Your initial reaction on receiving the letter of invitation to this service was a gauge, I suspect, of your personal sense of loss. Some here may be picking up the threads of life again, more or less consoled by your memories, while others remain overwhelmed by the acute pain of bereavement. 

For some, their experience of death is of it coming so swiftly there was no opportunity to even say “goodbye” to someone. Or we might be haunted by images of a death which was prolonged; an agonising process. (I, for one, can’t hear mention of the sponge on a stick at the crucifixion… without thinking of the pink foam sponges - we use to moisten the lips of the very ill, and dying). 

Well, this evening is a chance to pause, to unite with others for a while in a world that does its best, normally, to dispel any thoughts of “death,” (unless it’s safely fictionalised, or viewed at one remove on the news). This evening we meet together to commemorate those who have meant so much to us in our lives, knowing that those sitting next to us are also like us, in a sense we’re all “the walking wounded,” and to quietly reflect on our own mortality too.

Christian faith is fostered by reminding oneself of the biblical basis for our hope. Jesus said: “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.” John 11:25, 26. 

The act of raising Jesus Christ from the dead changed everything. We are people living post-the-Resurrection. The new age has been inaugurated, the new world has begun.

You get a sense of this from the way the Resurrection stories are told in the gospels; how the writers were fumbling for adequate words. The accounts are abrupt, confused, vivid and unpolished; their very untidiness is one of their main claims to be taken seriously as historical “reportage.” The writers were struggling to find words for something they had not expected. 

Jesus’ resurrection is “without parallel in the history known to us,” as one eminent theologian has put it: “a history-making event, in the light of which all other history is illumined, called in question and transformed.”(Jurgen Moltmann)
No human being witnessed the resurrection of Jesus, just the effect that it had on those who came to believe it; its impact. Look directly at the sun and you’ll be blinded, but by its light everything is transformed. 

For Paul, Jesus is the first fruits of the harvest of the dead, the first fruits of the harvest of the new creation. And the Cross and Resurrection enable us to see the future with new hope, hope that one day each one of us will be raised to occupy a new heaven and earth. So what might “hope” of this sort look like… close up… in an individual’s life? 

Well let me give you some examples. The priest and scientist, Arthur Peacock, (founder member of the Society of Ordained Scientists) wrote a letter in the last week of HIS life to a friend. In it he referred to his cancer. “This is a new challenge to the integrity of my past thinking,” he wrote. “I am only enabled to meet this challenge by my root conviction that God is love… as revealed supremely in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ…. I know that God is waiting for me to be enfolded in love.” 

The writer Donald Nicholl kept a diary of HIS last weeks of life, and he wrote of what it meant to him to “go on witnessing to the end; witnessing to the grace of God and his continuing presence.” “Now,” he said “is the time for me to validate everything that I have claimed as true either by my sermons and addresses or my writings and actions.”

Now was the time to put all that theory into practice. How often he must have preached about the Resurrection and the early Christians believing God was going to do for the whole cosmos what he had done for Jesus at Easter, and on how Jesus’ Resurrection presaged and made possible the general resurrection yet to come; (as Paul says: Jesus, the Lord of all creation, “will transform our present humble bodies to be like his glorious body.”) Philippians 3:21
Likewise, another senior cleric, (he was a great friend of Donald Nicholl’s and at one time Dean of Westminster Abbey), Michael Mayne, ALSO wrote memoirs during the last few months of HIS battle… against throat cancer. He described God’s love as being a “cantus firmus,” an enduring melody, permeating every moment of his life. 
“In the end to be a Christian,” he wrote, “is to opt to live your life in the light of your relationship with the God revealed in Jesus Christ…The Jesus whose spirit could not be confined to a tomb, but is encountered in the most unexpected people and the most surprising places.”

A friend of mine has been fighting cancer for some time. She’s a GP and so knows more than most about what’s actually happening to her body. She’s been wary of imagining, what she calls, “a future with an amorphous mob of white-clad angels; (“White doesn’t really suit you anyway, Mummy,” her eldest daughter has remarked!).  But one day while receiving Holy Communion she said: “I visualized myself walking along the path of life holding hands with my helpers in humanity, and being supported by them. We are all walking the same journey towards the end of our lives- it’s just that some of us get there sooner than others.”
Till now death had seemed, she said, “an unintended and unwelcome full stop-a bit like Cinderella not being allowed to stay on at the Ball of Life!” But then she added: “I began to understand that I am a part of a dynamic process of positive forward movement. Now I am “seeing through a glass darkly” but the prospect of experiencing the clarity of God’s presence helps me to trust that I will truly move to participating in Christ’s Resurrection.”
What I glimpse, (and I hope you do too) in all these people… is their courage as they try to come to terms with their mortality, and the Spirit at work in them; fortifying them… as they let go of all the supports and securities of this life…and prepare for life AFTER death.  
I was in Winchester when the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams, came to deliver a key lecture a couple of years ago. And during the questions and answers which followed, a ninety-nine-year-old woman asked him a corker of a question. It was this: 
“How will my father, who died when I was very young, recognize me in heaven?”
It’s what many of us want to know, isn’t it? Will we see each other again the other side of life? As the Eric Clapton song goes: “Would you know my name, if I saw you in heaven, Will it be the same, if I saw you in heaven?” The archbishop replied like this: “Obviously,” he said “I'm not in heaven. And yet, it seems to me that what we're promised is not simply the slightly fairy-tale picture of people, as it were, recognizing each other across a crowded room in heaven: what we're promised is that we are taken into God's nearer presence… together… and that all the relationships that have been part of us and our reality on earth, are part of the Resurrection reality. And whatever in that is represented by 'my father recognizing me' is there: how, I don't know. But that's the trust; that we are there together; all those formative relationships are there.”
That helps me, and I hope it helps you… because faced with the reality of death we each need all the comfort we can get! All our language about future states is a bit like a set of signposts pointing into a bright mist. The signpost doesn’t provide a clear photograph of what we will find when we arrive, but rather is a true indication of the direction we should be traveling in. 
St Paul understood that, describing himself straining forward like a runner, pressing on towards “the prize of the heavenly call of God,” confident of that time when “all will be made alive in Christ.” 
Tonight, surrounded by these candles lighting the path, symbols of the One True Light, I will leave you with a description by a former Catholic priest, George Tyrrell, of the evening service known as Tenebrae, celebrated at dusk, as shadows lengthen. 
“As at Tenebrae one after another, the lights are extinguished, till one alone- the highest of them all- is left, SO it is often with the soul and her guiding stars. In our early days there are many- parents, teachers, friends, books, authorities- but as life goes on, one by one they fall and leave us in deepening darkness, with an increasing sense of the mystery and inexplicability of all things, till at last none but the figure of Christ stands out… luminous against the prevailing light.”  
