                                                ANN GRIMWADE

“In my end is my beginning.” So wrote T.S.Eliot in his Four Quartets

When a dear friend, or much loved family member dies in ripe old age we have very mixed feelings. We feel the pain and grief and anger of losing a lifelong friend or companion. The gaps that lost loved ones leave in our lives and the wounds in our hearts never really heal. What kind of a cosmos is it that extinguishes such a precious life?   Grief for our lost loves leaves permanent scars. The wounds may heal but the scars remain.

But we will surely also feel a profound sense of gratitude. What kind of universe is it that can create such miracles of human life out of inert dust of dead stars? The gift of life is more precious than any other; the gift of this particular individual human life in a sense uniquely precious. In the whole vast abyss of time and space there will never be another Ann, with all her unique gifts and talents and quirks of character. That there are many billions of other uniquely precious human souls does not diminish the value – the jewel like beauty God has hidden in each one of us. We are like uncut diamonds. How can we not say a heartfelt thank- you for that gift, a gift to Anne but also to us?

I first met John and Ann when I was a student at Oxford. It is my loss that I have seen very little of them since then, before happily finding them ensconced in Cirencester. Ann's family and friends have contributed some of their own precious memories to fill out the record of what they treasured in her. She was always bright, even sharp, and right to the end of her life quick to challenge silly remarks. That photo of her on the cover of the Service sheet says more athan any words can.  But I get a picture from her family and friends of endless, generous, hospitality flowing out from a succession of vicarages, swimming parties in the Thames, games and parish picnics as the warm background to John and Ann's ministry. I relish the thought of the special game pie she had bought to entertain the Bishop bouncing in the road behind her on her way home from the butcher. She dusted it down and the crumbly pastry was much appreciated.. She touched so many lives. The fact that so many of you have come today is a fine tribute to the affection she inspired. She loved music and was a skilled accompanist; she was steeped in English Literature, and knowledgeable about Art. I immensely admired the courage with which she faced the painful frailties of these last 18 months of her life. You will all of you have your own memories and treasured moments of Ann's life touching yours. A gift indeed to us all. It seems a bit cheeky to try and encapsulate a human life – and such a long life! - in such a small space and so few words. There has been so much more to Ann,  much of it, I guess,  known only to the angels. 

But what then. Do we just close the book on her life where FINIS is printed on the last page? Is that really the end?

Not in a Christian Church, celebrating with so many Christian friends this Eucharist which proclaims for all human kind the death and Resurrection of Jesus Christ.  I guess we all have our own “take” on the Resurrection and the promise of Life beyond life which the risen Christ offers each of us through our engagement with him and his Kingdom. The content of that promise is unimaginable, as unimaginable as this astonishing world of ours would have been a thousand million years ago. Of that Life beyond life we know nothing - except that it will be a gift from that same generous love which has given us life in the here and now. When we die we fall into the hands of creative love, in the faith that our Creator is to be completely trusted - trusted with our deaths as well as with our lives. As Paul so memorably puts it, “Nothing in life or death can separate us from his love”.

But surely there are some pointers, some intuitions, some glimpses from beyond, that can reassure us that our faith is not just wishful thinking? For me at least it is not just the strangely haunting Gospel narratives which hold doubt at bay. It is rather the absolute  assurance that if justice is to be done for those who have lived and died for truth and beauty, if the long and painful struggle for goodness and freedom, the sacrifices love and compassion have made for the lost and wounded, the  weeping over the waste and cruelty of so many lives , - if they are to be honoured , as they are not honoured here, there has to be another chapter – Volume Two – a Reckoning.  The Resurrection is God's great YES to the sacrificial life of Jesus. Death does not have the last word.

I  believe in Life beyond life not simply because I don't relish the thought of my own extinction. If I am just extinguished I won't know much about it! I believe in the promise of Jesus because it seems a kind of blasphemy to resign myself to the final extinguishing of all that we hold holy, the great music and art which has so enriched our world, all the courage and beauty of so many precious human lives. The beauty of our deepest loves has something transcendent in it. 

But more. When I look at my grandchildren I see them as walking jewels, jewels in the crown of their Creator. I would gladly give my life to save them from harm. The Divine love is surely brighter, more profound, more tender, more wounded than my small heart. This Eucharist is a reminder, a placarding for all time, that our Creator too gives his life to save his children, because each of us is a jewel in his crown. As is Ann.

What actually happened on that first Easter Day is difficult to reconstruct. In a sense it doesn't matter. What we can say is that some life changing event involving Jesus after his death took place. The narratives of that event have transformed the imagination and  the lives of billions of men and women ever since. It is the Easter narrative which has furnished us here today with this Eucharist ; and here God gives us a destiny for our own lives and deaths by absorbing us into the Resurrection of Jesus. Life beyond life. Here we are promised the assurance that all our profound intuitions are true. Nothing which is precious to God is finally lost. As Ann now knows:  In my End is my Beginning.

                                             I n my end is my Beginning.

