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Sunday Night Theology Death and Dying 1
· Thanks for coming
· An acknowledgement of the profound complexity and sensitivity of this subject, which I have been acutely aware of when preparing for this evening. Let’s seek to be sensitive to one another also. 
I’d thought I’d begin by reading a piece which many of us might be familiar with – I would suggest it’s one of the most commonly read but also commonly misunderstood pieces of writing we reach for when it comes to the subject of death. It’s a piece which is often referred to as a poem, but it’s actually an extract from a sermon preached at St Paul’s Cathedral by Canon Henry Scott Holland, upon the death of Edward VII. It begins like this:
Death is nothing at all.
It does not count.
I have only slipped away into the next room.
Nothing has happened.

Everything remains exactly as it was.
I am I, and you are you,
and the old life that we lived so fondly together is untouched, unchanged.
Whatever we were to each other, that we are still.

Call me by the old familiar name.
Speak of me in the easy way which you always used.
Put no difference into your tone.
Wear no forced air of solemnity or sorrow.

I’m sure we’ll be familiar with these words, which we seem to turn to as a way of somehow minimising the impact of what’s happened, of thinking that this loss can somehow be glossed over…but it’s important to set the record straight, because this isn’t what Henry Scott Holland himself believed. He gave those words as an example of the sort of things people might say when they when they are in the presence of someone who they have been close to. But later in the sermon he went on to speak about other emotions which confront us when someone has died:
… so inexplicable, so ruthless, so blundering… the cruel ambush into which we are snared… it makes its horrible breach in our gladness with careless and inhuman disregard of us… beyond the darkness hides its impenetrable secret… Dumb at the night, that terrifying silence!
It’s said that what Scott Holland went on to do in his sermon was to try to find a balanced perspective, to acknowledge the full horror of death and loss, and how it results in such permanent separation between us and those we love, while also speaking of the hope of resurrection. 
But I find it troubling that when we quote Henry Scott Holland at funerals, it’s that earlier reading we turn to, which is a complete misrepresentation of his views, but which is such an inappropriate response to something as awful as death. As Tom Wright says of these lines, they’re not even a parody of Christian hope, they’re actually a denial that there is any problem at all. 
I find myself wondering how it is that we’ve got to the point where we’re reading a text like ‘Death is nothing at all’ in Christian funeral services – it seems wrong on many levels, not just because of its denial of reality but also because it falls so far short of truth which is fundamental to the gospel – that even death and loss are terrible, and grief is shattering, still we can face these moments trusting in God who has raised Jesus from the dead. 
I can’t help wondering if, in using this language, we have somehow allowed ourselves to be unduly influenced by the culture around us, one where we are wary of talking honestly about death. I thought this would be a good point to play a video which explores this issue well, presented by Kathryn Mannix, a retired palliative care specialist who has written and spoken extensively on this subject:
Kathryn Mannix video, ‘In my humble opinion.’
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CruBRZh8quc 
It’s not easy to listen to, but I think she makes some important points, and she explores this further in one of her books, With the End in Mind. As she says there, we live in a culture where most of us are probably less exposed to dying than we used to be. Years ago, most people would have been familiar with what dying looked like, they would have seen loved ones die, often at home. 
Today, dying has become a much more medicalised process. It is wonderful that we have now access to treatments that would have been unheard of years ago – the likes of antibiotics, chemotherapy, techniques for screening which mean illnesses are detected earlier, great advances in surgical procedures. However, this doesn’t alter the fact that 100 per cent of us still die. 
But one of the effects of this is that dying often takes place in hospital and within a process where the aim is to preserve life for as long as possible, so that death can come as a shock or be seen as a failure of this process. 
In this job, I have had the experience of walking with many people over the years as they face serious illness, and with their families, and I have also sat with many families as we’ve adjusted to loss and made plans for funeral services. I am often struck by how different people’s reactions can be. Some people are very open to speaking about this, some families have barely discussed it at all. Some people who are seriously ill become reconciled to the likelihood of their death, but as I’ve prepared for this evening I’ve found myself thinking one person I walked with, very early in my ministry, who seemed to be in denial until very near the end. 
I don’t claim to stand before you as an expert in this matters, but if my experience has taught me anything it’s that families who are able to talk about this openly generally cope much better. 
And that we should be able to talk about this… if we, as God’s people, can’t have these conversations, who can?
So, this will be the first of two evenings…  one looking at our hope, the other reflecting on what the bible says on heaven and hell… 
What I hope to do this evening is spend some time reflecting on three realities, and then I’ll say something about how practically we might live in light of these realities. The first one is not explicitly about death, but I want to explore because of how closely related it is. 
The reality of ageing
As I was researching for this evening, I came across a fascinating statistic, a milestone reached in 2011. That was the year when, for the first time, more people died globally from non-communicable diseases – the likes of heart failure, strokes, diabetes – than from all infectious diseases. And that is a reflection of the many advances in medicine I spoke about earlier. 
Bill Bryson unpacks this further in his book, The Body: A Guide for Occupants. He says this:
About one-fifth of all deaths are sudden, as with a heart attack or car crash, and another fifth come quickly, following a short illness. But the great majority, about 60 per cent, are the result of a protracted decline. We live long lives; we also die long deaths.
Bill Bryson, The Body: A Guide for Occupants
We are all living for longer. If you go onto the Office for National Statistics website, you can enter your age and gender and it will calculate your life expectancy for you. I was told my average life expectancy would be 84 years old, but that I had a 1 in 4 chance of making it to 93.
Researchers on this issue are suggesting that we are now reaching the point of diminishing returns with regard to our battle against illnesses. If we found a cure for all cancer tomorrow, it would add just 3.2 years to life expectancy globally. Eliminating heart disease would add just 5.5 years. That’s because people who die of illnesses like this tend to be very old already, if cancer or heart disease does not impact them something else will. 
Now in many ways this is good news, but as many of us will acknowledge there is another side to this story. We are extending the length of time we live, but the bit of life we extend is not the time when we’re active and healthy, it’s old age. We are all likely to live for longer, but to experience decline or chronic pain as we get older. We can seek to extend the time when are fit and well through lifestyle and exercise, but we can’t escape the process of ageing indefinitely. 
And there are various theories as to why we age. In part, it seems to be down to wear and tear – we have joints like hips and knees that struggle as years and years of load and movement pile up. But ageing also seems to take place at a cellular level. In 1961, a researcher called Leonard Hayflick discovered what is now known as the Hayflick limit – he discovered that stem cells can divide only about fifty times before they lose their power to go on, as if they’re programmed to expire after a given length of time. 
And yet even though we know ageing to be inevitable, I think it’s something many of us struggle with. I do… I’m fortunate to be in reasonably good health but I feel aches and pains more than I used to. 
As I said a moment ago, I’m now 52. What I find striking is that when I look at pictures of my parents at that age, they seem older – their appearance, the way they dressed, I think that’s a reflection of how attitudes have changed. But again, there are two sides to this: the UK facial skincare market is now worth £1.7 billion, and a large part of that market is made up of anti-ageing products. And, again, I think it’s good that we focus on staying fit and well I think we also need to acknowledge that there is huge pressure about how we look, a pressure to look young as long as possible. Earlier this year, there were concerns raised about children as young as ten demanding anti-ageing skin care treatments. 
There is a famous passage in the bible which addresses the matter of ageing, and it’s found at the end of Ecclesiastes. We don’t have time to read the whole passage, but I’ll quote the first three verses:
1 Remember your Creator
in the days of your youth,
before the days of trouble come
and the years approach when you will say,
“I find no pleasure in them”—
2 before the sun and the light
and the moon and the stars grow dark,
and the clouds return after the rain;
3 when the keepers of the house tremble,
and the strong men stoop,
when the grinders cease because they are few,
and those looking through the windows grow dim; 
Ecclesiastes 12:1-3
If you are familiar with the passage you’ll know that there are various coded references to our ageing process found within it…the keepers of the house are hands that tremble, grinders is interpreted as a reference to teeth, then there are the eyes which are spoken of. If you read on further, there are images used which speak of hair going grey, of the loss of sexual energy. 
John Goldingay offers this helpful comment on these verses:
… as Churchman comes near the end of his book he urges people to face it [ageing]. Once again he does so not to inhibit people from enjoying life but in order to encourage them to do so in a way that doesn’t ignore that other reality.
John Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and the Song of Songs for Everyone
So… what do we with all of this? As I’ve already said a few times, I think an important aspect of this is not to deny reality but to face reality. That doesn’t make it easy. I have lost count of the conversations I’ve had with people in recent years where we’ve talked about how growing old is hard, and how hard it also is to see our parents grow old. 
As I think about how we can best support each other in all of this, the words which come to mind for me are love and trust. 
We need to remind ourselves regularly how much we are loved by God, it means putting our trust in him as we become more vulnerable. 
And how we are loved by God not for what we do but for who we are. Some of the saddest conversations I’ve had are with older people who feel that because they can’t do as much as they used to, they are no longer of use to God. But God doesn’t love us for what we can do, but for who we are.
We need to love one another through these seasons, we need to be alongside one another. And that love needs to be mutual. We need to love those who are growing older, we need to listen to their wisdom, we also need to come alongside them and carry their burdens. And, from the other side of that interaction, love and trust will also mean a recognition that we need to let go of what we have done and handover to a new generation, and trust that new generation. 
Secondly, I want to reflect on 
The reality of loss… 
Another passage which came to mind as I was preparing for this evening was John 11, and the story of Jesus visit to Bethany after the death of Lazarus. And within that passage we find these verses:
33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. 34 “Where have you laid him?” he asked.
“Come and see, Lord,” they replied.
35 Jesus wept. 
36 Then the Jews said, “See how he loved him!” 
John 11:33-36
When you think about this passage, it is truly remarkable… this is, of course, the passage which culminates in Jesus’ resurrection of Lazarus, which is a prefiguring of his own resurrection. And yet Jesus does not approach this scene in a mood of triumphalism but rather sorrow. He is heartbroken at the death of his friend, he weeps at the reality of death. He acknowledges loss even as he on the verge of summoning Lazarus from the tomb. 
I’m going to talk about resurrection in a moment, and why it matters that Jesus has been risen from the dead. But we also need to talk about the fact that Jesus has died for us. 
There is a scene in Shakespeare’s great play, Hamlet, where he is contemplating the prospect of death. Hamlet says this about death: he describes it as ‘the undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveller returns.’
Those are very poignant and beautiful words, but they don’t tell the whole story. As Christians, we believe Jesus has gone to that country and has returned. As we face death, we can do so knowing that God is not just looking at us as the one who is all powerful, who is stronger than death, but that we are accompanied by Jesus who has himself died. 
And that does not make it easy – but it is a comfort. So we need to look to Jesus for comfort, but also feel permitted to weep as he did. Another trend I have noticed in recent years is that we tend to have less services than we call funerals, and more ones that we refer to as ‘thanksgiving’ services or ‘celebrations of the life’ of someone. But what I often say to people is that, yes, we are here to celebrate and give thanks, but also to bring our loss before God. 
It seems to me that this is an area where we can learn from Israel. Look at the psalms. There are 150 of them, and 47 are songs of lament – nearly a third! And some of these lament psalms are very raw, but they are a reminder that nothing is to be glossed over, that nothing is out of bounds, but that everything can be brought before God. God is not afraid of our emotions, and we shouldn’t be afraid of each other’s emotions either. 
It seems to me that this is one area where, as a church which is becoming more multi-cultural, we need to learn from each other, especially our black brothers and sisters, where there is a greater willingness to confront the reality of death, through practices like the filling in of a grave. 
Before I move on, just one very practical reflection. When I talk to people who are grieving, the disappointment they express most is about how some people avoid them… I think that avoidance is because of fear of not knowing what to say, I think it’s another reflection of that fear of talking about death we spoke about the start. But the consequences of this can be enormous pain for those who are bereaved. It’s not about saying the right thing, but about having the courage to be with them, alongside them, and if you don’t know what to say just give a hug. 
Let’s take a little bit of time to discuss the third reality I want us to explore, and that is:
The reality of resurrection… 
Besides the accounts of it which we find at the end of each gospel, probably the most famous passage on the resurrection in the New Testament is 1 Corinthians 15, where Paul writes of it as utterly foundational for what we believe as Christians. And as he goes onto reflect on the implications of the resurrection he says this:
20 But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. 21 For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man. 22 For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive. 23 But each in turn: Christ, the firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who belong to him. 24 Then the end will come, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and power. 25 For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. 26 The last enemy to be destroyed is death. 
1 Corinthians 15:20-26
These words are so important in terms of our perspective on the future… think again about Jesus weeping at the graveside of Lazarus. I don’t just think he weeps for his friend, I think he weeps because he knows death to be such a disruption of how things should be, such a dreadful fall from God’s purpose for creation. And if death is the ultimate manifestation of how the world is not as God intended, how the world is marred by sin, then resurrection is the answer – it makes possible not just our individual resurrections but opens the way to the defeat of all the powers in the world that stand against God’s purposes. 
It opens up the way for the creation of the new heaven and the new earth that we read of at the end of Revelation, a new creation where there is no death or mourning or crying or pain because the old order of things has passed away. 
As we read Scripture, building a picture of what this new creation will be like is not straightforward, it’s a picture we try to assemble from a variety of verses and passages. But there are a number of things Scripture does tell us. 
Firstly, that we will inhabit the new creation in resurrected bodies. We will not be disembodied souls. 
Paul goes onto talk about this at the end of 1 Corinthians:
42 So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; 43 it is sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; 44 it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body. 
1 Corinthians 15:42-44
And he affirms this perspective in other letters:
And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies because of his Spirit who lives in you. 
Romans 8:11
We need to recognise that when the people speaks of our eventual life after death it doesn’t speak of us being in heaven, on clouds and with wings and harps. When we read Revelation’s account of the new creation, it actually speaks of heaven descending to earth and of a new creation which is unspoilt, which is not marred by sin in the way that life on this present earth is. There will be no mourning or crying or pain, for the old order has passed away. Many of us will be familiar of the prophecy of Isaiah 11 which speaks of a time when, amongst other things, the wolf lives with the lamb. The picture we are given is one where even emnity within the world nature, which has resulted as a consequence of the fall, is present no longer.  
This is something which Tom Wright explores in a very helpful book, Surprised by Hope. He says this:
‘Resurrection’ … wasn’t a way of talking about ‘life after death.’ It was a way of talking about a new bodily life after whatever state of existence one might enter immediately upon death. It was, in other words, life after ‘life after death.’
Tom Wright, Surprised by Hope
This is something Paul explores in another of his letters. In 1 Thessalonians 4, he writes about Christians who have died and describes them as ‘those who have fallen asleep in Jesus.’ In that passage, he is writing with a pastoral purpose – he wants to reassure the Christians who are still alive that those who have physically died will not miss out on resurrection. He goes onto speak of a time when Jesus will return and those who have believed in will rise to meet him in the air. 
What seems to be described in a situation where our souls are in an interim state, before we are given resurrected bodies. And in offering this picture, Paul would undoubtedly have had, at the back of his mind, the prophecy of Daniel in the Old Testament:
Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt. 
Daniel 12:2 
So… what do we do with all of this? Just some final reflections… 
To reiterate what I’ve already said, I think we need to talk about this subject more. I think we need to talk about it more on a practical level… which is not to say we dwell on this all the time, but that we are willing to have honest conversations, especially with our loved ones – to talk to them about the realities of ageing or the illnesses we face. 
There are practical questions that it’s good to talk over. If it’s in my choice, what sort of death do I want? Do I want to die at home or in hospital? If you were facing treatment for a serious illness, would your priority be quality of life or prolonging life for as long as possible?
And those conversations may well alert you to the need for making certain arrangements. That includes making a will, but also the matter of power of attorney with regard to your health and welfare. You can give your attorney power to grant or refuse life sustaining treatment on your behalf. You may also want to consider writing a living will, which is also known as an Advance Decision, outlining what sort of treatment you would wish or and which you would decline. 
But there are other questions I would encourage you to ask yourself. As you think about whatever phase of life you are in, what do you really want? Is it just about doing more or is there wisdom you can hand on? Are there conversations you need to have? Are there relationships which need to be put right or things which have been left unsaid? Are there people who need your forgiveness, or from whom you need to ask forgiveness? How do you feel about doing less and having more done for you – can you reconcile yourself to that?
And what really matters most to you? What are you holding onto tightly, that you need to let go of? As I was preparing for this evening, I came across these words by the American writer John Dunlop, he says this:
To the extent that we can understand and experience God’s love for us, develop a longing for God, and find ourselves increasingly satisfied with him more than all other things in this life, we will be prepared to die and to enter his presence. We will find what we have longed for and more. But if we are grasping on to the things of this earth, we will never be fulfilled. 
John Dunlop, Finishing Well to the Glory of God
Time’s gone, so this will be my final thought. When I look back to the faith of my childhood, in a very traditional, conversative church, it occurs to me that we talked an awful lot about death, and life after death – we spoke a lot about heaven and hell. 
And somehow, over the years, we stopped doing that, I think out a desire to make our faith more about what happens in the here and now. But I wonder if the pendulum has swung too far. I think it’s time we started to talk more about this subject, not in fear, but as those who trust in God’s goodness, as those who hope in resurrection. 
Discussion questions:
1. What difference would it make to us if we could be honest with ourselves about the three realities discussed tonight?
2. How can we support each other as we face these issues together?


