St Jerome and old Bill

A sermon preached by Canon Brian Mountford 26 April 2009

I have wondered what to talk about at the beginning of a new term, when the liturgical theme for the next few weeks remains the Resurrection. Perhaps you won’t mind if I am, to start with, somewhat personal and autobiographical. Although, as a matter of fact, I think preaching needs to be autobiographical, at least insofar as it’s helpful for the preacher to share their own... (I was about to say ‘spiritual journey’, but repent of such a lapse into sentimental cliché)...insofar as it is helpful to share your questions and insights, in the hope that they will be illuminating for those who hear. I once had a curate who was the most exciting raconteur and yet the dullest preacher. She used to regale us at staff meeting with magnetic tales, including sitting next to Mick Jagger on the plane back from Barbados, and finding him so sexy. When you preach, just tell us about yourself and what concerns you most, I used to say. But we still got the A level commentary on the Gospel of St John. 

My father in law died, very nearly on Easter Day, just five hours into Easter Monday. By way of consolation, the nuns who live nearby sent a card proclaiming, ‘He is risen’. It seemed an odd juxtaposition. We had just witnessed the final and humiliating struggle of a ninety nine year man loosening his tenacious, dogged grip on life. When at last he gave in, there was a massive relief in death – for him and for us. 

He was not a religious man; he had been forced to attend the Methodist Chapel in deepest Cornwall from 1910-1928 and on one occasion had signed the pledge (renouncing alcohol) 

But he soon gave up on that and then gave up on religion.

So what am I to say about life after death? Well, I think life is unfair and he was one of the lucky ones: 99 years of simple pleasure; thirty years of idyllic retirement, messing around in boats, on Mylor Creek. Others of his generation died years before, many in war, some from horrible diseases and some prematurely. He never went to the doctor, although the doctor came to him once or twice in his last three years. 

Life is unfair, or at least, humans have very different and unequal experiences of it. So are we compensated in a hereafter, as Christians under oppression have often believed – ‘when I get to heaven I’m gonna put on those shoes and dance all over God’s heaven’? 

According to a Mori poll published in the ‘Daily Telegraph’, 70% of Britons believe in the human soul; 53% believe in life after death; 39% believe in ghosts.

In the late 4th century St Jerome questioned all the inconsistencies of the resurrection accounts in the NT (you know, Jesus able to eat food, yet also able to pass through doors) and answered them by suggesting that Christ was both spiritual and physical in life and in death. It was his spiritual nature, for example, that allowed him to walk on the water – and presumably to walk through the doors. Peter, too, was spiritual and physical because he also walked on the water – even if hesitatingly.

Jerome then asks the teasing question: at what age we shall rise again, seeing that we die at different ages? A more refined question than that asked in circumstances where people meet a violent end. I’ve been re-reading All Quiet on the Western Front. I quote, ‘Kemmerich is dead, Westhus is dying, they will have a job with Hans Kramer’s body at the Judgement Day, piecing it together after a direct hit…’ Jerome’s initial answer is to quote from the Letter to the Romans: ‘O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!’ But then he sharpens up his case a bit and says, ‘we shall rise as perfect men in the measure of the age of the fullness of Christ’. I remember a woman preacher making a joke of this and saying that St Jerome argued that women should accept the inequalities they suffer in this life because in heaven they will be resurrected as men. But if I have read the relevant passage correctly, it seemed to me that he was saying the opposite, that, despite Jesus’ assertion that there would be no marriage in heaven, we would still need to keep all our bodily characteristics and functions.

With regard to what age we shall be at the resurrection, Jerome takes Paul’s comments in Ephesians about rising in ‘the full stature of Christ’ to mean we are resurrected at the age Christ was when he was resurrected – i.e. about 33 years old. This was, besides, the age the Jews thought Adam to have been created, Jerome says. Generally an ideal sort of age.

Or should we believe in one of the most ludicrous religious ideas of all time, predestination? That God has foreordained who will be saved and who will be lost eternally? If this is the case, maybe old Bill is alright after all. Or should we believe in Justification by Faith? In which case, I suppose old Bill will be lost? 

For myself, I have always believed in something much closer to universalism. That is to say, that a loving God would never condemn any of his creatures to eternal torment, and that God would always be drawing lives, beings, persons to himself like iron filings to a magnet.

In All Quiet on the Western Front, just before the raid in which poor young Hans Kramer is blown to smithereens, the group of comrades has stolen a goose, at great personal risk, and roasts it on a fire beneath a lean-to during a bombing raid behind the lines. 

‘We sit opposite one another, Kat and I, two soldiers in shabby coats, cooking a goose in the middle of the night. We don’t talk much, but I believe we have a more complete communion with one another than even lovers have.’

‘We are two men, two minute sparks of life; outside is the night and the circle of death. We sit on the edge of it crouching in danger, the grease drips from our hands, in our hearts we are close to one another…’
Here in the proximity of death there is an acute awareness of life and also a depth of experience that would qualify for one of those so-called ‘eternal’ moments; moments of intense meaning and experience that transcend the ordinary and have a lasting quality. I have said before, I think, that ‘eternal’ is different from ‘everlasting’. Eternal is a quality of life, whereas everlasting simply means something that goes on forever, which might be dull as ditchwater. The sublime does not have to be everlasting in order to be sublime, and usually isn’t!

Those two soldiers’ communion experience over the sacramental stolen goose, of course reminds me of the Christian communion; another occasion when those who ate did so while outside in the night is the circle of death and betrayal. As we eat this bread and drink this wine, we so often forget the in extremis conditions in which it was originally eaten. It is memorable because it was in extremis; not any old meal; not a casual picnic.

Although people like the present Bishop of Durham dislike those who peel away the mythical stuff that got Jerome into such a twist – presumably because he thinks we are diluting the message – I think it is good to live amongst the loose ends, trying to make sense of them, rather as those German soldiers did at the front line during World War One. Out of that turmoil a more resilient truth is likely to spring. Their experience, to me, is a window into eternal reality. And that reality I believe, in a sense, to be what we mean by the word God. We are part of God’s eternal reality, whether we like I or not, and are made significant by that fact. No one is reduced to meaninglessness, and so old Bill has a dignity and significance, has greatness thrust upon him, by the grace of God.

