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When Matthew Shephard was interred at the National Cathedral last month, Gene 

Robinson, the former bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of New Hampshire, made a revealing remark 
at the end of his homily. “Gently rest in this place,” he said. “You are safe here.”1  

You are safe here. Taken out of context, it seems like a rather odd thing to say at a memorial 
service. Matthew can’t be safe, because Matthew is dead. And he has been for twenty years, far 
longer than the four days Lazarus spent in the grave. And yet, in Shephard’s case, Robinson’s remark 
feels entirely fitting. Because for the past twenty years, Shephard’s family has not had the most basic 
dignity of a final resting place for their son. Fearful that his place of interment would draw hateful 
protestors or profane graffiti, his parents have spent twenty years looking for a place to have him 
interred. A place where he can have dignity. A place where he can be left alone. Even in death, 
Shepard’s body isn’t safe. 

Shepard’s parents are not the only ones struggling with the bodily reality of death. Just next 
to the marinas and seafood buffets of City Island in the Bronx lies the desolate Hart Island.2 Hart 
Island is where the city buries its dead. If you die in New York City, in a hospital or on the streets or 
in a shelter, and no one claims your body, the city will provide you with a nondescript pine coffin 
and inter you in one of Hart Island’s long, shallow trenches. There are about a million people buried 
on Hart Island in what are essentially mass graves. And yet, on a remote section of the island, far 
removed from the other bodies, there are seventeen individually marked graves. Those seventeen 
bodies were the first victims of AIDS who were sent to the island in the 1980s. Their bodies were 
unclaimed by families who disavowed them. Or refused by funeral homes that wouldn’t prepare 
them. So the bodies were sent to Hart Island where they were given individual graves. Not out of 
respect. But because the burial crews were scared that they would contaminate the rest of the bodies. 
Even in death, their bodies were not considered safe. 

In the Jewish tradition, the bodies of the deceased cannot be left alone. So guards, or 
shomrim, keep watch over them until they are buried.3 This past week at the Pittsburgh morgue, 
wedged between a bar and a highway, the shomrim prayed though the psalms in one hour shifts all 
night until the bodies of the victims of last week’s shootings were released. One of the victims they 
kept watch over was David Rosenthal, a developmentally disabled man who served as a greeter at 
Tree of Life. Rosenthal’s brother-in-law was interviewed by the Washington Post last week, and he 
remembered David as an outgoing connoisseur of gossip and said that he would have loved nothing 
more than seeing his picture in the paper. Next to that quote was a picture of Rosenthal’s casket 
being carried out of his funeral.4 Inside a sanctuary, bodies should be safe. But more and more the 
term “sanctuary” feels aspirational. 
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So often, we think of death as the end of our bodily lives but as the continuation of 
something else. After someone dies, we speak of their soul or their spirit. The spiritual essence of 
them that lives on after their death. And yet, when we see Shepherd’s parents searching for a place 
to inter their son, when we see those seventeen individual graves on Hart Island, when we see the 
picture of Rosenthal’s casket in the paper, the embodied nature of death can’t be escaped. So what 
can we say about bodies in the face of death? 

Two thousand years ago, the church was almost torn in two by a controversy over this very 
issue. The debate involved a group called the Gnostics, from the Greek word for knowledge, who 
were convinced that they possessed a special spiritual insight that was hidden from most people.5 
The Gnostics even had their own set of texts. Gnostic gospels about Jesus’s life. And if you read 
them, you’ll notice something odd. There’s almost nothing in them about Jesus’s death.  

That’s because the Gnostics believed that the material world was irredeemably corrupt. Their 
secret insight was that the spiritual element of humans, the soul or the spirit or whatever you want to 
call it, was trapped inside the prison of the body. Once you knew that, once you became 
enlightened, you knew that your suffering was just an illusion. Enlightenment lets you avoid 
suffering. Only when you died could your soul be truly free to live in relationship with God. The 
Gnostic gospels didn’t include Jesus’s death because the death of your body didn’t really matter all 
that much. Because bodies are secondary and disposable and just containers of our true selves, it was 
almost like Jesus’s death never happened at all. Jesus’s resurrection wasn’t about him overcoming 
death. It was about him becoming enlightened and transcending it. 

Compare that to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, who proclaim that Jesus was crucified and 
conquered the powers of death by his resurrection, who said that the risen Christ not only had a 
body, but a body that bore the wounds of his crucifixion. One of the central things we confess every 
week is that Jesus did not transcend his death or view it as an illusion. He died. 

This may seem like a two thousand year old argument, but we’ve never really gotten over it. 
It isn’t hard to find that kind of gnostic thinking today. Ways of talking about death that make it into 
an abstraction detached from someone’s actual life. Ways of talking about life and death as 
experiences detached from our bodies. We like gnostic thinking because it makes death seem 
manageable. That even after death, a small sliver of someone’s life carries on, as if the death never 
really happened at all. There’s a poem by Mary Elizabeth Frye that is often read at funerals that 
captures this impulse well. It reads, in part: 

 
When you awaken in the morning's hush  

I am the swift uplifting rush  
Of quiet birds in circled flight.  

I am the soft stars that shine at night.  
Do not stand at my grave and cry;  

I am not there. I did not die. 
 
Well, no. Mary Elizabeth Frye died in 2004. But you can see why we’re attracted to that kind 

of consolation. It makes things feel more manageable, more understandable. And yet it does so at a 
high cost. It gives us a sense of assurance, but asks us to lower our expectations first. It gives us a 
sense of comfort, but only by robbing us of our hope. Maybe the resurrection wasn’t Jesus 
triumphing over death. Maybe the real resurrection was the friends we made along the way.  
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That kind of gnostic thinking is so deeply embedded in our culture that we find passages like 
today’s from Revelation difficult to imagine. Look at how the author of Revelation imagines the 
ultimate end, the ultimate intentions, of God’s relationship with creation. Not as a bunch of souls 
floating around the ether. Not as detached spirits that still exist in theory. Not as “quiet birds in 
circled flight” or “the soft stars that shine at night.” But as a city. A city where God and God’s ways 
of beings are fully present in the world.  

And, more important, a city full of bodies. Flesh and blood. Scars and stretch marks. A city 
where what is redeemed is not just your soul or your spirit or your spiritual essence. But your whole 
self. Redemption is not the escape from our bodies. Or the escape from the world. Or escape from 
our identities or our cultures. Or escape from any other of the God-given gifts that have been 
bestowed on us. It is God fully entering into our lives so that the old ways of being might pass away. 

It is not a city that is marginally better. It is not a city where the abuse is more bearable. It is 
not a city where the indignities are more easily absorbed. It is a city where all things have been made 
new. It is a city where there is no death, mourning or crying. Because there is nothing in the city that 
opposes God or God’s will for creation’s flourishing. It is free of the xenophobia and anti-Semitism 
that cause us to grieve. Free of the hatred that leads us to tears. Free of the deaths that cause us to 
give up hope.  

The city of God is a city where the martyrs of hate crimes do not have to be hidden away in 
a crypt. It’s a city where the people crucified by indifference are not relegated to the outskirts of 
God’s grace. It’s a city where sanctuaries actually live up to their promise.      

That city of God is what we pray for around this table every week when we say “thy 
kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” We pray for the day when the entire 
communion of saints past, present, and future will be gathered together in one body, no longer 
separated by the walls of death. We pray for the day when every one of us experiences “the 
resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.” When God welcomes us, and the entire caravan of 
saints, flesh and blood and all, into the city of God, and says, “You are safe here.” 
 

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


