
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Memory, Meaning and Mission 
 
Death, grief and bereavement are realities that touch each of us. Churches, whether rural, suburban or 
urban, have a huge role in offering support and care during these most difficult times, and churchyards can 
be particularly significant spaces for those who are grieving a loved one.  
 
I recently had a conversation with a friend who lost her first child in particularly difficult circumstances. She 
has had other children, but the mysterious and heart-breaking loss of her baby is always with her. We were 
walking together through a local cemetery. We were looking at some of the grand monuments, pillars and 
angels, some of which were very old, worn and now illegible. She commented that she was glad her child’s 
headstone was made of Purbeck marble which she regularly cleans and then asked me if it was true that 
graves can be cleared, reused and headstones moved away. To her, the idea that the baby’s grave and 
headstone could, at some time in the future, be lost or taken away, was distressing. He lived for such a short 
time and was so loved, that she has set her heart on imagining a permanent historic marker and testament 
to his life, long after she herself is gone.  
 
This got me thinking about different Church of England churchyard regulations, and the preservation of 
historic monuments. Do we somehow expect that the last things we do for our loved ones will last forever? Is 
it even right to expect memorials to be permanent, when memories and living relatives are gone? Should the 
earth carry our names and dates for all time, until in some future, like in Stanley Spencer’s painting of the 
resurrection in Cookham village, the dead open their graves and emerge into the sunlight, back where they 
left off, in their communities, pushing aside the ivy and reading their own headstones? 
 
Do we think we have some absolute right to our graves, the peaceful resting places of our remains? Should 
we be actually more respectful of the dead? Is there a time limit for such respect? After all, we exhume and 
break open sarcophagi and ancient tombs in the name of history and research. Bodies are displayed in 
museums, far from the places where they died and were laid to rest with their trappings for the next life. Yet 
at a recent rural funeral I attended, the (atheist) mourners remarked to me that they were glad our friend 
was buried so that he had a lovely view of the Downs. ‘His’ view was a comfort to them.  
 
There are many ethical issues around this sensitive issue of our deceased loved ones and what happens to 
their bodies and gravesites after we and our descendants are gone. But these ethical issues around 
permanence, respect and love also come up against the mission of the church and its message about what 
we believe and why.  
 
Many people are drawn to rural churchyards and the graves they contain, sometimes seeking their own 
ancestors and history, sometimes seeking peace in the restfulness of a place of lives laid to rest, sometimes 
deliberately looking for something to test or to overcome fears or concerns, sometimes just interested in the 



 
 

sociology of a community, the legacy of diseases and social conditions that we are supposed to have moved 
beyond. Sometimes just because, in the poet Philip Larkin’s words, ‘so many dead lie round’.  
 
As someone actively involved in mission, I find that the liminal space between the high street and the church 
building is often the best and most fruitful place to talk about spiritual things and the message of the gospel, 
and I also find people visiting and tending graves are often unintended evangelists for other visitors and 
passers-by.  
 
In one church I regularly visit, old headstones have been moved to form a paving around a car park and a 
garden. From centuries ago they tell a sad story of many drownings and fishing accidents and the loss of 
many children from families as the result of disease. They tell of hard life and struggle and death in the hope 
of resurrection and new life. Across from these sad stories is a children’s playground where today’s children 
laugh and play together. Is that where we should put our effort and energy, - in reaching out to today’s 
children with the hope of the gospel? Should the fact that ‘so many dead lie round’ actually push us to do 
that?  
 
And now there is something else to consider. Regularly readers of Country Way will have seen the article in 
the June 2019 issue about National Love Your Burial Ground Week which highlighted the fact that so many 
churchyards and cemeteries, especially those in rural areas, are havens for wildlife and foci of conservation. 
Is that now where we should place our concern? In the rural cemetery where I walked with my friend, there 
is a constant tension between people who come to tend graves and want to mow and clean the areas, and 
the management of a space with ancient and beautiful trees, wildflowers, swathes of bluebells and 
woodland, which needs to be tended alongside the graves. It is a place of birds and squirrels, insects and 
orchids. It has its seasonal glories, but encouraging families to work with this, rather than weigh the trees 
down with wind chimes and light catchers is itself a complex missional task, crisscrossing between the third 
and the fifth marks of mission.* 
 
I am aware that I have done a lot of wondering and I am not really sure of the answers. But I do think that we 
have to look at these ethical questions about doing right by the dead in a mission-focused light. What does it 
mean to lay someone, a small child perhaps, to rest in such a way that the meaning and love in their life is a 
Christian witness? What does a life’s legacy offer others by means of hope and mission? How churchyards – 
liminal, missional spaces – be tended and kept in ways which reach out to others with the joyful message of 
what we believe? Anyone who inherits a rural church and churchyard has this potential, but also this 
responsibility. Who do churchyards attract and minister to? How should they change? How should they stay 
the same?  
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