A sermon by Canon Maggie Guite
A sermon for All Saints’/All Souls’ tide, preached at Wolfson College, 25th October 2011

Romans 10.9-18; John 6. 37-40

It has become something of a tradition in the last few years to make this college service of the Michaelmas Term a  sort of pre-emptive celebration  of All Saints’ and All Souls’ days.

These Christian festivals fall next week, on 1st and 2nd of November respectively, having been placed there in the calendar by the Church of the C8 and C10 no doubt with a view to ‘baptising’ the earlier Celtic festival of Samhain. This important pre-Christian festival  marked  the end of summer and the birth of  a New Year in the approaching  darkness of winter, with the belief that as the wheel of the seasons turned  at this significant time, the veil between mortals and the spirit-world was particularly thin, and the departed might visit the earth.

As it turned out, not dissimilar beliefs were held by the Aztecs,  so after the Spanish conquest of Latin America,  the Christian festivals of All Saints’ and All Souls’ became fused there to produce the well-known traditions of the Mexican ‘days of the dead’ , just as, in Europe and North America the season is still marked by elements of the beliefs associated with Samhain, popularized and commercialized into the keeping of Hallowe’en.
But, taking note of the way in which Christian festivals  were placed on already significant days, and fused with some of pre-Christian traditions,  doesn’t, in any way, detract  from the specifically Christian message which the feasts of All Saints’ and All Souls’ convey. And this is a message about death, and what lies in the ‘beyond’, certainly. It’s also a message which says that  the ‘beyond’, the world of the departed,  is not far away from us –   and this makes a link with pre-Christian beliefs.  We call this idea of the dead being close to us, ‘belief  in the communion of saints’. 
What is utterly distinctive and absolutely crucial about the Christian message is that it’s about Jesus Christ and his conquest of death –  it’s the conviction that  those who have died and  are held in life by God, are held in that life by being united with him, who is alive for evermore.  If the dead are not far away from us, it’s because they are with Christ, who is ‘with us always’; and the departed  are closest of all when we are closest to him. This is why many Christians feel most aware of their loved-ones  who have died when they receive the Holy Communion.
Christian belief in life after death is not a belief about something inherent in human nature; it isn’t belief that we have an immortal soul. No, it’s belief in the resurrection of the dead – an act of God to reconstitute our lives in a glorified form through the energy which flows  from the resurrection of Jesus. So our future, our eternal life, depends entirely on him – not on ourselves. It’s a gift of grace, an act of salvation.
The language of ‘resurrection’ naturally suggests an act with a certain chronology – the idea  we shall be raised back to life after we have been dead for some time. Part of the Jewish tradition bequeathed to Christianity the idea of ‘resurrection on the last day’; hence we find in the New Testament some language which suggests a temporal delay – the language of ‘falling asleep’  (see for example  1 Thess.4.13)  in expectation of the general resurrection. But we also find much to suggest that the departed are not ‘asleep’, or absent as far as we are concerned here on this earth; they are, rather, a ‘cloud of witnesses’ to our life, as we run our race  (Hebrews 12.1); or, in the terms of one of the  enigmatic yet emphatic  sayings of Jesus’ ministry, ‘God is not the God of the dead, but of the living’  (Matt.22.31).
This suggests to us that ‘the last day’, the day of resurrection, is not a day within our time frame – a climactic moment, as it were, crowning the end of chronological history. Rather, ‘the last day’, the day of resurrection, is an eternal moment whose reality can impinge upon our temporal experience at any and every time. In meeting Christ at their death, those whom we commemorate  now have entered the last day, and been raised into an eternal dimension which is not far from us, though unseen. But it is he who has raised them up;it didn’t just happen automatically. It is an act of grace, an act of salvation:  as our second reading proclaimed: ‘whoever comes to me I will never drive away…for the Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.’  (John 6.37 and 40).
The specifically Christian message that our eternal life, our resurrection existence, depends not on nature but on grace  - and that Jesus and his resurrection are central to what we can hope for – raises certain questions, of course. The emphasis in the New Testament is on the resurrection of those who have faith in Christ: as I regularly proclaim at the beginning of every funeral service I take, ‘ “I am the resurrection and the life,” says the Lord, “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).This begs the question of what hope we can have for those who do not believe in this life.  For St Paul, the matter was simple and urgent – there need to be messengers to gout into all the world to offer the opportunity of  faith to people while they are still alive. In words from our first reading, ‘faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the word of Christ. ’ and ‘ Their voice has gone out to all the earth, and their words to the end of the world.’ (Romans 10.17, 18).  But we all know that despite the more or less strenuous efforts of Christians throughout the ages to preach the Gospel, there are still many who do not hear the message, or who, for one reason or other find it impossible to apprehend and make their own. What of them?
For some Christians, the answer  to this question is clear-cut, but tragic: without  having  faith during this lifetime, those many cannot attain to theresurrection  after it’s over. For others of us, this idea of an arbitrary cut-off point for the chance to believe seems incredible; surely, in the valley of the shadow of death, we may each have the opportunity to encounter Christ, the Good Shepherd who leads the way; and in encountering him, have the opportunity to turn to him and not be driven away?

This is what many of us will hope and pray for our loved-ones, who did not in this life put their dependence on Christ – that there may turn out to have been created for them, in a moment of realisation on the brink of eternity, a  faith ‘which is known to God alone’  - an attitude which accepts a mercy and a fulfillment far beyond what any of us could imagine here on earth. 
But if the centrality of Jesus and his resurrection to the Christian message of hope raises this  difficult question, it does, on the other hand, have the positive virtue of  giving its own kind of certitude. If we believe in our own resurrection because of Jesus’ resurrection, then  our hope for the future is rooted in an event which occurred within history, at a particular, dateable point, among particular historical people. Our beliefs about eternity are anchored in events on earth. Our hope for the future isn’t born out of either philosophical speculation, or folkloric-beliefs. It is rooted in a particular day in Palestine, and what happened there.
In the end, the Christian message seeks to offer, in the words of the funeral service, ‘a sure faith and a certain hope’ about life beyond death; a sure faith rooted in Jesus Christ who walked this earth, and died, and rose again; and a certain hope rooted in God’s nature, which is love. In the end,  despite all the mystery surrounding death and what comes beyond,  we can be sure that with such a God, all must be  mercy, all is glory, all is gift.
