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When celebrating a funeral, one of the most interesting experiences I have at cemeteries is to observe the difference in how adults and children behave.  As we approach the place of burial, the adults are walking slowly past other gravesites, reading the names and sharing stories about people they know buried there.  They get to the site and sit comfortably on the chairs that are placed on green Astroturf to cover up any signs of dirt or that a burial is about to take place.  The children however, usually walk hurriedly over to the site, stumble past the Astroturf, stand right in the mud, and are intrigued to look deep into the burial hole, observing all the details of how the casket is going to be lowered into the opening.  Their practical minds are more interested in where that person is going… while the adults are reflecting and grieving on the dead person’s past.  It reminds me of a similar scene each year at the Easter Vigil as each new catechumen stands before the baptismal font and looks deep into the waters of Christ, realizing they are about to die to self and all their past as they take on a new life in Christ. 

This very interesting feast we celebrate today, officially titled, “Commemoration of All the Faithful Departed,” challenges us to think about death, outside of a funeral.  Since the main purpose of this feast is to pray for all the deceased, I think it is important for us to understand the reason for and value of our prayers for the dead. 

First of all, the Gospel today gives us a message of great HOPE when Jesus says, “The will of my Father is this: that everyone who believes in me may have eternal life.”  And yet we also know that in other places in the bible, Jesus remind us that on our judgment day, the basic questions we will be asked is how we spent our life caring for the hungry, the homeless, and the imprisoned.  We may have a long list of accomplishments that we would like to show off to God at the ‘pearly gates’ but it will come down to how we helped the most vulnerable of our society, starting with the unborn. 

So what happens if we die before we get our priorities in place and have not been as loving and forgiving as God wants us to be?  This is where our theology of ‘Purgatory’ comes in.  For those of us who believe in Jesus as our savior, but die without living fully the life of holiness we are called to, there is great HOPE.  We believe that if a believer dies with sin and selfishness still in their heart, there is a period of purification or ‘purging’ of sin that must take place before entering heaven, which is a place of pure love.  Like our belief in heaven and hell, we do not know what goes on in this state of purgation, but for those who have had near death experiences they talk about a ‘tunnel of light’ in which they feel drawn to God’s Light, but realize they are still too attached to the things of this life.  Purgatory is not so much a cloud somewhere far away from heaven, but rather a process of purification on the journey to perfect holiness and the love of God. 

In one sense, our life here on earth is a version of purgatory, in which we must daily turn our thoughts and actions TOWARD God and away from sin and selfishness.  For those who work at this daily and take on the life of Jesus in word and deed, very little will need to be purged after their bodily death.  But for those who still cling to their things, hold on to grudges and regrets, or still have selfishness in their heart, purgatory gives us another opportunity after death to ‘let go’ and allow God’s merciful light and love to purify us from our sinful ways. 

From the book of Maccabeus in the Old Testament we first learn of the history and value of praying for the dead.  Our Catholic tradition followed our Jewish heritage in this important role that our prayers for the dead can actually help them in their purgatory experience of letting go of sin and selfishness and move toward heaven. Therefore, our prayers and Masses for the faithful departed benefit those in the state of purification.  Our prayers for the dead rise into the timelessness of God and join the ultimate prayer of Jesus on the Cross for all of us.  In God’s ‘time frame’ Jesus’ death and resurrection are always in the NOW moment.  Therefore, at the time of our own judgment, God will listen to the prayer of Jesus for us… as well as all the prayers offered for us through the years, as God longs for us to join him in heaven. 

Jesus assures us that God the Father WILLS that no person is lost and that God desires for every person to have eternal life.  Our choice is whether we follow that will of God and take daily steps to living more and more like we belong in heaven.  The gift of eternal life does just ‘happen’ on the day of our death.  In baptism we joined in the life of Jesus Christ and already share in that gift and promise of eternal life.  If really BELIEVE that we are a part of the Communion of Saints and are destined for heaven, it would help us let go of the fear of dying and start to live like we were already a part of heaven – in a state of grace and love. 

