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In mid-15th century France artisans created burial monuments for the Duke of Burgundy, named John the Fearless, and his wife, Margaret of Bavaria. On a raised, black marble slab, they placed two life-like stone figures representing the deceased in all their affluent glory, arrayed in colorful, carved robes. They still lie side-by-side in eternal repose, on display for the ages.

The sculptors inserted a series of ornate arches underneath the tabletop of death, all the way around. Winding among those lacy stone cloisters they placed a ceaseless procession of exquisite figures, each about 16 inches tall. Carved in alabaster, the miniature marching men are monks and choir boys, scholars and merchants, workers and farmers, even a bishop in his finery – all created from stone so delicate that in places the light shines through the fine folds of the clothing.  

Some of the figures are weeping. The hands of others cover their faces. One fingers a rosary; another holds a hymnal. A few console those near them. One leans forward, his chubby hands raised in helpless grief. Some have pulled the cowls of their robes down over their heads to hide their distress. 

They have been called, “the most profound expression of mourning known in art, a funeral march in stone.” (New York Times, May 13, 2010) The Mourners are at the Minneapolis Institute of Art through Palm Sunday, a week from today. (On loan from the Musée des Beaux-Arts in Dijon, France).

The MIA has set the figures in a long, jagged line in the center of a corridor. Without realizing it, we who visit them trade places with the mourners. We become the funeral procession ourselves as we circle around the stone-carved sorrow. The figures represent the wealthy and the poor, the old and the young, nobility and commoners alike. Death is no respecter of persons. Even “John the Fearless” anticipated his own demise in the commissioning of his tomb. He must have hoped that the perpetual mourning of the little stone men would soften the blow somehow.

Today we still go to great lengths to stave off death. We deny it. We ignore it. We poke fun at it. “It’s not that I’m afraid to die,” Woody Allen says, “I just don’t want to be there when it happens.”

Death will not be stopped. The writers of scripture know this. “All people are grass,” the prophet Isaiah says,

“Their constancy is like the flower of the field. The grass withers, the flower fades… surely the people are grass.” (Isaiah 40:6-7)
One day those who love us will join that line of mourners, walking “through the valley of the shadow of death” with us. 
We began this Lenten season remembering our own mortality on Ash Wednesday. Now we circle back, asking: what do Christians believe about death?
First, we’re realistic about it. 

Like those mourners, we know our days on earth are numbered. Christians do not believe in immortality, if by immortality we mean that we never die. We do. Life ends. Unitarian minister Forrester Church says, “My own definition of religion is simple. Religion is our human response to the dual reality of being alive and having to die.” (The Seven Deadly Virtues [San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988], p. 6) 

All human beings know we face death; Christians talk about it, and we do so honestly, because addressing death is at the heart of our faith. Some years ago I led a memorial service for a person who died from suicide. Hundreds of people were there from the community, not part of the church. After the service several expressed gratitude that I had spoken openly about the cause of death. They were relieved that we didn’t pretend or cover up, but instead faced death head-on as it came. 

I imagine nearly everyone in this room knows someone who has died – perhaps in the last few days. We may not understand it, we may have questions about it, we may wish it were not so ever-present, but death happens all the time, sometime on a large scale as it has in Japan recently, sometimes in an intimate, personal way. It came last week to our Boy Scout Troop 33, when the father of one of the Scouts died unexpectedly. 

Sometimes we learn early on that life should never be taken for granted. Life is fragile.

As a student pastor in a Latino church in Chicago, I did a memorial service for a young couple whose healthy infant had suddenly died. Frankly, I was unprepared for the chaotic, prolonged wailing at the wake, which lasted all night long. There was no stoic denial of the pain of the baby’s death, no glossing over the agony. No one said something hurtful and useless like, “God must have wanted your baby in heaven.” It was a full-throated, honest expression of the reality of the deep sorrow washing over that couple. The shock of the loss of a child shatters the heart.

On the other hand, I’ve had conversations with people who are near death – and ready for it. Some have lived long, full lives. Others are younger, but at peace. They’re reconciled with their impending death, sometimes even eager for it. They don’t shrink at the sight of it.

An old graveside prayer goes like this: 

“Help us to live as those who are prepared to die. 

And when our days here are ended, 

enable us to die as those who go forth to live.”

The first thing to say about Christians and death is that we acknowledge its power and face it squarely. We’re realistic about it.


The second thing we believe about death is that we do not die alone. 

God coming among us in the person of Jesus – the incarnation – is the clearest sign that God is with us throughout life and, especially, at death. The first question of the 16th century Heidelberg Catechism asks, “What is your only comfort, in life and in death?” The response: “That I belong – body and soul, in life and in death – not to myself but to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ.” 

We do not die alone. 

Christians try to embody the presence of God with the grieving and with the dying. It may not be pleasant or what we’d choose to do. We may not have a clue what to say, but the church knows we ought to be there at death. 

The first church I served was in downtown San Francisco in the 1990’s, the height of the AIDS epidemic. We did a lot of memorial services for men who died from the disease; most had no contact with their families.

We wanted those faithful young men – and their friends – to have the witness of God’s love as they moved toward death, so the church kept vigil at their bedsides around the clock, for days or even weeks, facing death with each young man. A steady procession of friends, like the medieval mourners, stopped in to pay their respects or shed a tear. It was the first time most of our church leaders had been that near to death. It changed every one of them. 

We did something like that recently at Westminster, when long-time church member Sam Clark died. Sam had no family connections. He lived in a non-responsive state for his last years, but he was not alone. Church members and pastors visited him. A church school class made art for his room. Two weeks ago we held a memorial service for Sam after worship. We told stories about his life. We spoke honestly about him. We thanked God for him. We prayed. We said farewell. We were the medieval mourners. We were the church.

We do not die alone. God is there, in the friends who come by, in the family that waits, in the church that prays.   

The third thing we believe about death is that it does not, ultimately, triumph. 

This is the hard one. Everyone wants it explained, what happens after death.  But even with all our science and technology we still can’t Google “afterlife” and get anything other than conjecture. It’s the stuff of religion, the province of poetry and metaphor. 

The most popular image in scripture and among believers today is that when we die we cross a threshold into an eternity that’s akin to going home. “A shelter from the stormy blast, and our eternal home,” we sang in our opening hymn.

In a moment we’ll sing the Gospel song I’ll Fly Away, composed by Albert Brumley as he picked cotton on a hot day in the Depression-era south. We sang it recently at a memorial service for a young woman who died of cancer, at her request. 


“Some glad morning when this life is o’er, I’ll fly away,


To a home on God’s celestial shore, I’ll fly away.”

The image appears in the Hebrew psalms: “And I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” (Psalm 23:6) 

Jesus echoes the theme: “In my Father’s house are many rooms,” he says. “If it were not so would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?” (John 14:2)

The Apostle Paul joins in. “We have a building from God,” he says, “a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.” (II Corinthians 5:1) 
The poetic language springs from our imagination about death and our desire to try to understand what happens after it. Paul makes the most concerted effort to tackle the question of the hereafter. For him it’s the lynchpin of Christian faith. “Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead,” he says, 

“how can some of you say there is no resurrection of the dead? If there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised. … If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile.” (I Corinthians 15:12-13, 17)
What do we believe about death? It all comes down to this: the bold claim that God’s love is stronger than the power death. What this actually will mean for us, for you and me, is impossible to say – but Paul tries anyway. He describes two bodies, the physical and the spiritual. We change into a spiritual body, Paul says, “in the twinkling of an eye,” when our physical body dies. That’s as close as the Bible gets to defining life after death – and even then, Paul still calls it “a mystery.”

The 4th century Nicene Creed is content not to tie things down or figure it all out: “We look for the resurrection of the dead,” it says, “and the life of the world to come.” We look for it, because we know we have not yet seen it and cannot understand it.  

Poet Mary Oliver writes,


I believe I will never quite know.


Though I play at the edges of knowing,


Truly I know

Our part is not knowing,

But looking, and touching, and loving.”

(Bone)

All our wondering about death brings us back to that point, to the love that we know in this life. In the end that’s what matters – how we live, how we love, how we are loved. We face death trusting that God’s love will not cease when our life does, and that death will not have the last word with us. 

I can almost hear those little, stone medieval mourners repeating that claim as they make their solemn procession:

 “Where, O death, is your victory? 

Where, O death, is your sting?” (I Corinthians 15:54-55)
Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good;  Render to no person evil for evil.  Strengthen the faint-hearted;
Support the weak; Heal the afflicted.  Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Prayers of the People – Stephen Robertson 
God of all life,
Beyond the veil of darkness and the shadow of our doubt,

Beyond the mystery of life and the certainty of death, 

Beyond the shadows and challenges in the valleys of our lives,

Beyond all this, O God, is your love.

Yours is a love that brings hope to our troubled hearts.

It is a love that sustains us in our doubts and uncertainty.

It is a love that surrounds us in our troubles and difficulties.

Thank you, that in all of life, your love finds us, rescues us, and transforms us.

God, all of us face the mystery of death.

All of us experience the separation from loved ones and friends when earthly death occurs.

Comfort us, then, in our times of sorrow and loss.

Be with us, and with all who care for us, through our journey of sadness and grief.

Help us, through faith, to trust your love for us, which never fails us.

Give us the strength and courage to live our lives as those prepared to die.

And when we die, to go forth as those prepared to live eternally with you.

O Great God of mercy and compassion,

Reign down your Holy Spirit on all those who suffer and are in need.

May those who constantly struggle to provide enough food to sustain themselves and their family be given daily bread.

May those who suffer from economic hardship in these difficult times be filled with hope and expectation.

May those who experience the daily effects of emotional and spiritual difficulty and depression be visited with your strength. 

May those who endure the pain and anguish of illness and disease and those who are infirmed or wounded in body find relief.

May those recovering from illness or surgery find healing.

O God, in this time of war and violence in our world, we pray for peace, especially in Afghanistan and Libya.

In the face of disasters – both natural and of our own making - we pray for the victims and for the restoration of life.  We remember the people of Japan, and the continued recovery in Haiti.
Thank you, O God, for our resurrection faith, our relationship with Jesus Christ, and the nurturing presence of your Holy Spirit.

Comfort us and guide us in living through this life and into the life to come.

For we pray in the name of your Son and our Savior, Jesus Christ, who taught us when we pray together to say:  “Our Father, who art in heaven…”  
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