
May the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be acceptable unto 
you Oh Lord, Amen. 
 
What happens to us when we die? 
 
On a close, warm, Wednesday night with the damp smell still hanging in the air, I 
sit with others from the deanery in Room 2 of the hall.  
 
I listen to the speaker who is an educational advisor for the ‘new look’ Religious 
Studies syllabus in schools in this diocese, she says it is changed every five years. 
And the time for a change is now. This year they have moved away from the 
previously taught syllabus of statement based learning, such as, ‘this is a font’, to 
a more enquiry based pattern such as, What do you think a font is for? Why do 
we have a font? Pupils are now being encouraged to ask questions under the 
umbrella of these bigger questions as a more dynamic and engaging way of 
learning. Apparently the most successful question in terms of engagement with 
the pupils has been, ‘What happens to us when we die?’ They think this is 
because no one really talks about death in our culture any more. And yet it is the 
one question we all have to face. We all die.  
 
This doesn’t mean we need to face it grimly, Paul in Romans reminds us that ‘In 
Christ Jesus’ we have been ‘set free from the law of sin and of death…’ More than 
Paul goes on to say, ‘ He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life 
to your mortal bodies through His Spirit who dwells in you’. And yet, Paul too 
still had to die, but he looked on at it as the journey and not the destination.  
 
Like the children asking the questions, the learning happens in the questioning in 
the journeying towards the answer, even if the answer is as yet unknown.  
 
In today’s parable of the sewer, Jesus is talking about this journey, the journey of 
the seed - towards death or life and the consequent growth of that seed in the 
right soil. Yet it’s not the seed that in a sense determines the growth, it’s the 
quality of soil, although both play a part as we shall see.  
 
This parable is often quite straight forwardly seen with ‘the seed’ being the word 
of God and ‘the soil’ being us, the receiver of that word.  
 
On one level, it is true. But Jesus goes beyond this, the seed is not just as 
metaphor for the word for us too, because the soil produces, ‘the crop’  - the 
harvest of those who let that word take root in their hearts.  
And he uses this metaphor elsewhere in John’s gospel for example he says, 
“Truly I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies it remains 
only a single seed”. 
This parable then, is as much about dying as about living. It is about a place of 
fertile soil for seed to grow but also there is the need for our own seeds to die to 
enable God’s eternal seed to flourish within us.  
 
A fruitful life then, means looking at the bigger picture, the larger goal of the 
eternal harvest. It means dying to a vision of ourselves, which just all about ‘me’, 



dying to putting our thoughts first and not God’s, dying to acquiring more and 
more just for ourselves and not others, dying to the need of having our comforts 
met first before those around us, dying to the desire to look good, to be good, in 
fact dying to worrying about appearances and all the lies that that can bring.   
 
For as Christ goes on to say later in Matthew 16, ‘Whoever wants to save their 
life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will find it”. (Matthew 16:25) It 
is this sort of losing of your life he is talking about. Jesus risked his reputation as 
he was accused of eating with tax collectors and drunks and yet it didn’t stop him 
meeting and talking with them and to many others like the Samaritan women 
who were seen by the religious elite of his day as untouchable. 
 
Jesus, unlike the trend in our current Western society, was not afraid of what 
people thought of him, he was not afraid to talk about death. To answer that 
question the pupils in Ely will be asking, ‘What happens when we die?’  
 
Jesus talked about this to all types of people and all types of death because he 
could see that true death could be here and now, suffocating our lives. The 
weeds that choke the good we intend to do, the blackbirds that grab the positive 
thoughts we have had, and leave us empty or worst still thinking ill of those 
around us; the death of hope scorched when circumstances don’t appear to 
change, or when tragedy strikes and we cannot believe anymore in goodness. 
This harsh, hard light can blind us to the truth that love goes beyond death, that 
true love is eternal and life. So there is also, in the here and now,’ a good death’. 
A death to the things that strangle us, the fears that hold us back, a death to the 
worries about money or what others might think of us, or where we are going to 
live and what we are going to eat. 
 
These negative thoughts can creep up on us slowly over time. A well-tended 
garden doesn’t become full of weeds as soon as the gardener stops attending to 
it, it’s a gradual process, until suddenly the flowers have been choked.  
 
We all need to weed our gardens, it is a daily process of ripping up the weeds of 
despair and loneliness, the weeds of sloth and selfishness, the weeds of fear and 
greed. And these will creep in on us at any time.  
 
The good news is that Christ is our gardener, he has died before us and works a 
head of us and alongside us, helping us root out evil thoughts, preparing our soil 
through his words of hope and life, through speaking to him, through getting to 
know His word, through community life, through helping and getting to know 
those around us, not for what we can get out of them but for what we can put in, 
through enjoyment and appreciation of His creation. This is living, this is true 
life, a life focused on God’s love and his words and his grace as He intended. It is 
the water our souls crave, it is the sun our spirits need, not in our own strength 
but in God’s power, His love and grace which help us grow day by day, so that 
our gardens can be full here and now.   
 



This means not a life of limitations but limitless possibilities. A fertile life means 
a life of growth and expansion, full of nourishing thoughts, of praise of others, of 
generous giving, and of hospitality.  
 
Does this all sound like an impossible dream? In a way it is, yes this side of 
heaven we all fail at it daily, but we fail towards it, it is our goal. As we grow by 
weeding our garden a little at a time every day God desires to help us. This isn’t 
something we must  ‘do’ but rather it is something we must ‘be’. His creatures. 
We just need to allow the sun’s warm rays to shine upon us and the holy spirit’s 
water to pour over us and change will inevitably happen, like the corn. A harvest 
will spring up by just staying in that fertile soil, which means just being in God’s 
warm, loving embrace, allowing his light to shine into our heart to weed out our 
gardens to gently bring us to Him, who desires mercy not sacrifice, who desires 
loyalty and love.  So we are enabled to be fruitful in God’s strength, just by being 
ourselves, our true selves, planting ourselves in the right spot, rooted and 
grounded in God’s love and allowing God’s might, and power and brilliance to 
shine through us as we let our selfish desires wither and die, so that God’s roots 
can take root in our hearts and help us grow into the people we were all always 
intended to be, God’s people. 
 
In fact unless we’re willing like the seed to die we can never unlock the true 
potential and purposes that God has in store for each of us which are always 
bigger and more creative and expansive than we can dare to imagine. 
‘I come that you may have life and have it in all it’s fullness’. This is the challenge 
to us both individually and as church. 
 
In the Great Divorce, C.S.Lewis describes heaven as a place so real it was painful 
to be there, the grass almost cutting his feet and the light so bright it hurt his 
eyes and yet it was the best, and the most perfect place. He also describes hell 
equally vividly as a drab, grey, suburb where people continually move further 
and further away from one another, where community life has broken down, the 
empty streets and even though there is a bus to heaven every day which those in 
hell can take, yet even those waiting in the queue are often too busy arguing and 
showing off to get on the bus and put off going day by day. 
 
Are we good soil? Do we extend God’s love and grace and hope out into the world 
and our community? 
 
 
I heard at my ordination service the preacher’s opening line, ‘everyone loves the 
curate’. That was very reassuring in a sense, even if no doubt not quite true, and 
yet if we strive to be loved rather than to serve love’s purpose we will always be 
disappointed the very act of looking for love or happiness makes them allusive, 
as we learn to love and serve together those around us, they become the very by 
product of our actions and deeds. We find as year on year goes by if we serve in 
a way that is happy and contented, neither looking for praise nor rejecting it, 
there is deep joy and peace which rises up from within, which only God can 
bring- and from such good soil many seeds can spring. 
 



So, what happens to us when we die? Perhaps one answer is not rooted in future 
but in the here and now. The daily of dying to the old self and watching what God 
plants and helps take root in its place - both as a church and as individuals. 
 
AMEN 
 


