All Souls Service 1 Nov 2015: Is 65: 17-25; Heb 11:32 - 12:2

Pray. Do you know the story of Pandora's box? It's
a myth about Pandora, the first woman created by
the Greek gods. They gave her many wonderful
gifts, including a wonderful-looking box from the chief
God, Zeus. She was ordered most severely never to
open it as it contained all the evils of the world,
including death and suffering. Sadly Zeus also gave
her another gift - curiosity.
Eventually, of course, Pandora's curiosity overcame
her fear of disobedience. She opened the box.
Immediately all the evil inside flew out into the whole
world to contaminate it forever.
Pandora
immediately tried to shut the lid, but too late!
Suffering, evil and death had come to stay.
However, there was one thing she had managed to
trap in the box before it also disappeared for ever. It
was a small, bright-shining thing. Hope.
Thus the ancient Greeks captured in their classical
myths the paradox of the human condition. In that it
ascribes the existence of evil, suffering and death to
the disobedient action of human beings, it's not
dissimilar to the Jewish and Christian stories. But
there the similarity ends. For what we have in our
bible readings tonight is a picture of hope much,
much greater than that in the Greek story.
Hope, O Hope! "Hope springs eternal in the human
breast", as Alexander Pope famously said, and it's
such an essential ingredient of our humanity. With it,
we can survive, and achieve so much! Without it, we

wither and die. It matters very much what we believe
about hope, and about where we get our hope from.
We've come tonight to remember our loved ones.
Perhaps we've come from sentiment, from duty, from
love. Or any combination of those! But perhaps,
underneath, we've also come because we want to
hear about hope; hope for them, and hope for us. It
matters what we believe about hope, and where we
get our hope from. Because it matters for those we
love and yet can do nothing more for.
Our first reading was written to people who had no
right to have hope. They were Jews under the
control of the oppressive super-power, Babylon.
They'd been horribly conquered and treated similarly
to treatments we see used by ISIS today, but on a
massive scale. After many years in exile, some had
been sent back to their homeland, to their capital city
of Jerusalem, which they found destroyed, broken
down and desolate. It seemed there was nothing left
to build on, and nothing left to build with.
Yet in that prophecy of Isaiah we see a sure and
certain hope. It is that God himself will intervene in
history and do something so amazing it is likened to
a whole new creation being brought into being - new
heavens and a new earth. It will be a place where
traditional enemies, like the wolf and the lamb, will
live side by side in perfect harmony, a place where
all evil, suffering and death, symbolised by the
serpent, will be brought down to the dust and
trampled underfoot. It will be a place where new
rules apply, for the old order has gone.

This was a call for those Jews to look beyond their
immediate physical circumstances. It was a call for
them to look to the eternal God even while they lived
in the ruins of the old life. It was not a call to avoid
the issues surrounding them; they had to be active in
building a restored city. But this call by Isaiah is what
gave them the hope they needed to continue; God,
the God who made everything was, ultimately, on
their side.
This kind of hope could not afford to be wishy-washy
pie-in-the-sky sentimentality; their lives literally
depended on it. They still had very real enemies
around them, as you can read about elsewhere in the
Bible. But their hope in the certainty of God's
promises spurred them on to rebuild their city in
record time; their hope led to action.
Our second reading tells us that the new creation
promised in Isaiah's prophecy has already been
made, and is now available to us all. That reading
gives a long list of people who did, indeed, see
beyond their immediate physical circumstances to
this promise of God. They acted as if the new
creation already existed in their own time and, by so
doing, provided us with a fore-taste of it.
The reading culminates by pointing to Jesus, through
whom this new creation has been brought into being;
it says Jesus is the author and perfecter of our faith.
Jesus, who was both God and man, really came and
lived among us. It's a historical fact that he was
most cruelly persecuted, most unjustly tried and

most horribly put to death. He knows first-hand what
death and separation from loved ones is all about.
But because he suffered all this, he has defeated all
the powers of evil and death. After he died, God
raised him to life. Then, our reading, says God gave
him the highest position of honour in heaven. This
means that separation, which is the ultimate power
of death, is conquered; it has not just been put back
in the box, the ultimate power of death has been
defeated eternally. So the sure and certain hope this
offers us is this: the end of eternal separation from
God, and the end of eternal separation from our
loved ones. This, if we will accept it, is the sure and
certain hope that Jesus' death and resurrection
brings for each of us here tonight.
So we really can all look beyond our immediate
physical circumstances.
We cannot ignore the
immediate reality of the evil, suffering and death that
is, undeniably, all around us, but, like for the Jews
rebuilding Jerusalem, we can choose to live in the
kind of hope that God provides. The good news is,
that because of what Jesus did on the cross, this
kind of hope can be for us, too, more than a wishywashy pie-in-the-sky sentimental hoping that things
will be alright in the end. There's certainty here; God
will make all things right in the end, complete and
perfect in Jesus. We may be able to do nothing
more now, physically, for our loved ones that we
remember tonight. But we can honour their memory,
and our future, by taking hold of that sure and certain

hope; it's offered freely by God to us all, them and
us, in Jesus.
It matters what we believe about hope, what we
hope in. I hope that tonight you can place your hope
in the certain knowledge that God Almighty is calling
you to take his eternal hope and future. I hope you
will take away a hope so much greater than that left
trapped in Pandora's box. It's the sure and certain
eternal hope that comes from the sure and certain
fact of what Jesus did for us all. As we put our hope
in Him, we can have the sure and certain hope that
the eternal and infinite God has made a new creation
where we can all, the living and those who have
gone before us, we can all be made complete. Live
in that hope; let it change your lives. AMEN.

