AN UNFINISHED STORY

Do you remember the episode of “Only Fools and Horses” in which Del and Rodney
are on their way to a fancy dress party? Del is so determined they will win the first
prize, which is a top- of- the- range stereo system that he hires two professionally-
made costumes. He and Rodney step out of their three-wheeled van dressed as —
Batman and Robin. Del is wildly excited at the thought of winning the prize. Rodney
says he feels like a prat.

They arrive late at the party and make a grand entrance- running into the room,
chanting the Batman theme music and spraying coloured foam everywhere. Suddenly
they stop- the room is not filled with happy party people in fancy dress but with sad-
faced men and women wearing black. It appears that the host who had been giving the
party had died unexpectedly a few days before and the evening had been turned into a
wake instead.

The widow, on receipt of a large spray of party foam in her hair, bursts into tears. Del
and Rodney start to stammer out horrified apologies to her son. But the son takes it
calmly - Don’t worry about it, he says, the old man is probably up there laughing his
head off right now. Stay and have a drink with us.

Did you know that the first sign of human spiritual awareness- people thinking in
terms of something beyond their purely physical bodies- goes right back to the
Neanderthal race, the most primitive form of humanity? The Neanderthals buried their
dead. They did not leave the bodies to be eaten by animals. They buried them, in the
foetal position, as though expecting some kind of re-birth. And they placed flowers
around them in the grave. The first sign of spiritual awareness in our archaeological
record is the human belief in life after death. And you need to understand that for the
Neanderthals there was no organised religion, no priests or preachers to tell them that
there was life after death. It was a belief which grew in them quite independently.

Now, thousands and thousands of years later, when we are told that we are living in a
virtually religion-free society, did you notice that there seemed nothing strange about
a character in “Only Fools and Horses,” a down to earth twentieth century business
man, with no apparent religion, speaking quite naturally of his dead father as being
“up there,” able to look down and laugh at Del and Rodney’s mistake?

More and more people are growing up now without any religious instruction at all, yet
belief in life after death remains very strong. You hear it in the things people say, in
the cards they write on the flowers they place in memory, on the tombstones in the
graveyards- they still believe that life, in some form, goes on after the body has died.
Religions have come and religions have gone but this belief remains- that human
death is an unfinished story.
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Why do you think it so important to us to believe in life after death?

Is it perhaps a form of denial when you are bereaved, a refusal to accept that the
person you loved has really and finally gone?

Or is it the inability to come to terms with the thought that one day we ourselves will
die? Children find it impossible to believe that they will become boring grown-ups
and adults push to one side the thought of becoming frail and dependent in old age. Is
the belief in an afterlife just a sign that we cannot or will not get our heads round the
fact of our own mortality?



To a certain extent, yes to both questions, but I think there is a lot more to it than that.

If you think about it, there is a powerful fear which is with us throughout our lives and

that is the fear of “nothingness:” the fear of being nothing special in our own eyes and
in the eyes of other people.

- Itis what children are afraid of when they face the bullies in the school
playground. It is not just about physical pain but about the humiliation of feeling
worthless.

- Itis what young people are afraid of when they seriously contemplate suicide in
the face of poor exam results; when they sleep with anyone who asks them rather
than feel unwanted and unattractive.

- Itis what adults dread-more, | think than the loss of money, when they face the
possibility of losing their job which is, after all, their niche in society

- It is what women fear, in a culture where the word “beautiful” has become
synonymous with “sexy” and so, if you are not able or willing to look “sexy” then
you become invisible

- Itis what elderly people fear at the thought of losing either their physical or
mental ability. They will no longer count for anything to themselves or others.

All of these fears are bound up in our sense of human mortality because they are
about our bodies- and that includes the brain- how our bodies look, how they perform,
how they are seen by others. If we lose the strength and the attractiveness of the body
and the mind we shall no longer count for anything. It is a powerful fear and it has a
very powerful influence on us.
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Many people do manage eventually to overcome it but generally only the hard way.
Let me give you two examples:

Antoine de Saint- Exupery was a French pilot, serving in the Second World War. He
was sent on many dangerous missions and one in particular was virtually a suicide
flight. He had to fly over heavily guarded enemy territory and the chances of his plane
not crashing to the ground in flames were virtually nil. But against all the odds he did
survive to write his account of the thoughts that were going through his mind as he
flew, expecting every minute to be his last. And what he discovered was that his body
really did not matter to him after all. It was, he said, nothing but a “tool,” something
to be used by the person deep inside who was your self. What mattered was his
commitment to the freedom of his country, loyalty to his comrades, love for family
and friends, all of which had made him what he truly was, quite independent of body
or mind.

When the body sinks into death, he wrote, the essence of man is revealed. Man is a
knot, a web, a mesh into which relationships are tied. Only those relationships matter.
The body is an old crock that no-one will miss.

Some years ago | saw a film, based on the true story of a young girl who was
seriously ill with cancer. Eva had been the bright star of the ballet school since early
childhood and become a prima ballerina- beautiful, talented and acclaimed. As she lay
in her hospital bed, reduced to skin and bone, her hair gone, both breasts removed, her
dreams shattered, she tells her parents that she wants to die. No more treatment. No
more visitors. Just let me die. Her father stands and looks at her- all your life, Eva, he
says, you had to prove how great you were and now that’s all gone- your beauty’s
gone, you are a helpless cripple. But if you get out of here, Baby, you will find that



you have got something far more important than all of that. He was right. Eva did
eventually recover and, although she was never able to resume her performing career,
she took up teaching ballet to deprived, inner city children. She learned that there was
far more to her than her body and that part would never be destroyed.

There are plenty more stories like these- we have all heard them or perhaps we
ourselves have been there. People, when their bodies or the body of someone they
love is virtually destroyed- can come to realise that there is far, far more to the human
person than that which is physical. And it is this, I think, which drives our belief in
life after death- the knowledge that the person we are is not the body that we see.
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Religion has come in for a lot of flack over the years. We have been accused of
feeding people lies and illusions simply to get money out of them or to gain power
over them. And yes, religion can be corrupt. It has many times exploited the fears of
vulnerable people in the cause of filling its coffers and boosting the egos of its
ministers.

But on Easter Sunday at least our conscience can be completely clear.

Because we did not invent the belief in life after death. It is written deep on the human
heart and develops through human experience in this life.

What we offer is proof that the belief is real, that we are not simply deluding
ourselves with wishful thinking; that the writing on our hearts has put there by God
and not by human naivety.

Today we point to Jesus Christ who firstly showed by his own example that there was
far more to him than a physical body; that no amount of pain and degradation, and
fear and sadness could destroy the person he was. We heard this on Maundy
Thursday; we heard it again on Good Friday — that a broken body was nothing
compared to that unconquerable spirit.

But then, Jesus went even further and came back from death itself. His friends saw
him again. They could not believe it. They needed a lot of convincing- especially as it
was only women who started the tale and no-one takes any notice of them- but Jesus
was there, in person, able to eat with them, walk with them, sit with them. He was
changed, because he had been through death, but he was indisputably there. He was
alive.

And, as St Paul just said, this makes a huge difference to all of us. Because now we
know that there is life beyond death. We can go with the hopes and dreams of our
hearts and of the human race from the beginning. We can know that, whatever
happens to our bodies, we still count. We are OK. We are precious, immortal and
indestructible. We do not have to fear death and nor do we need to fear life.

This is Christianity at its best. You are not hitting people over the head with the Bible;
you are not trying to push them into a system of beliefs and doctrines which are alien
to their own understanding and experience; you are not exploiting their vulnerability.
You are simply offering them a framework, an answer to the deepest longings and
beliefs of their hearts. This is what Jesus always said that religion should be- life
abundant, life making sense, life indestructible. On Easter Sunday the dream of the
human race is seen to come true.
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I said that the only way we learn the real truth about ourselves is the hard way. And
the only way for Jesus to prove it to us was the hard way. Only by taking on a
physical body and by allowing it to be subjected to torture and destruction could he
show us where true strength and power lie. Only by enduring death could he come
back from death. Only by sacrificing himself could he release us from fear and
liberate us to love and live and know God and be filled with God.

He wanted us to know the truth. He wanted us to let go of our fears. He wanted us to
know that we were children of the immortal God. And because he loved us he was
prepared to take the hard way.

And so today is our great thank-you to him who loved us and gave us hope; our great
celebration of the one who sacrificed himself to give us the truth about the unfinished
story which is human life.

I close with a short poem by Cecily Taylor, called “Being Dead Already.”
Being dead already | had no need of the fear
That had constricted me like a winding shroud

I wondered at first why | felt so free
Then realised | had forgotten it and left it behind in the grave

“Couldn’t I go back and tell them they won’t need their fear either?
I suggested.
“That’s just what 1 did,” he said.

Thanks be to God.



