All Souls’ Requiem (Faure) 2014
Gabriel Faure composed his Requiem in 1888, shortly after the death of his parents.  Clearly, he loved and missed them. It is a moving immortalising in music of his desire that all might be well for them.  Many of us continue to make similar prayers for our loved ones, whom we have, in Newman’s words, ‘loved long since, and lost awhile’.
It is the deepest human instinct to love, and so it should not surprise us that this love, and this deep yearning that all should be well for the loved-one, instinctively persists beyond death.  For thousands of years believers in the Abrahamic God have not been content to see death as ‘the end’.  700-or so years before the birth of Jesus, Isaiah wrote about God drawing all things to an end, and it is, very clearly, an end in which death does not have the last word:
“The Lord God will swallow up death for ever;

He will wipe away the tears from every face.”

Paul, writing his first letter to the people of Corinth, around 55 AD, is no less categorical:

“Death is swallowed up in victory.  … O death, where is thy sting?”

Ah, but there’s the rub, for the ‘sting’ of death, made more acute by the persistent absence of those for whom we yearn, lies in our neurotic inability to believe that all can really, really be well for those who have been sown in what feels like ‘dishonour’ ~ yes, we wore out!  And at the time of tangibly wearing-out they were ‘sown’, in the earth, in weakness, as physical bodies.  Can it, truly, we ask ourselves, be God’s order of things that they will be raised in glory, in power, as a spiritual body?
Before I point us to our Gospel reading, which should leave us with little reasonable doubt on these matters, let me just check on which God we’re talking about.
I’ll explain with a story you might have heard before ~ no worries about that, if so.

“God was a family relative much admired by Mum and Dad, who described him as very loving, a great friend of the family, very powerful and interested in all of us.  Eventually we are taken to visit ‘Good Old Uncle George’.  He lives in a formidable mansion, is bearded, gruff and threatening. We cannot share our parents’ professed admiration for this jewel in the family.  At the end of the visit, Uncle George turns to address us.  “Now listen, dear,” he begins, looking very severe, “I want to see you here once a week, and if you fail to come, let me just show you what will happen to you.” He then leads us down to the mansion’s basement where children who did not visit him were being fed, screaming, into the everlasting furnaces.  When we went back upstairs, trembling with fear, our parents said to us, “There now, don’t you love your good Uncle George?”  And we, for fear of the consequences, responded, “Yes!”.
Gerard Hughes told that story to capture a picture of the tyrannical and monstrous God who confounds all that we say about love, freedom, graciousness and justice, and who lurks, in a toxic way, in the neurotic sub-soil of our fevered, tired and grief-stricken imagination.  Uncle George, despite being a God no self-respecting and intelligent person could possibly worship, is alive and horribly well just under the surface, as a total inversion of the God of sacrificial love; and his toxic influence, not least, in the words of the traditional Requiem, poisons and undermines our imagination’s hold upon the resurrection God of victorious love, spoken of in John’s Gospel.
We don’t need this poison, so Uncle George needs laying to rest, as a ‘dead’, and ‘life-denying’, image of the living God.

What better day than today, on this feast of All Souls?

May light perpetual shine upon Uncle George, and upon us all.  It already shines, eternally, upon our loved ones who have died. For ‘the stone has already been taken away from the tomb’, and love, as shown to us in Jesus, will never be contained by death.
Therefore, we pray, not in fear, but in lively hope and expectation:

“May they rest in peace, and rise in glory.”  +
