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We are assured of homecoming 
 
May I speak, and we listen, in the name of God, Creator, Redeemer and Sanctifier. Amen. 
 
We have come together to remember Pam – to give thanks for her life and say our farewells – at a time of year 
where the contrast between our culture and our Christian faith seems particularly poignant.  
 
In the lead up to Christmas, we have been bombarded by messages about the need to be happy and in control – 
presents bought, cards written, family gatherings organized and menus planned. Then, after a brief pause, we 
were expected to review the past year and assess its highs and lows, then see it out with wild celebration (or 
maybe a sigh of relief), then plan for a new start, a better year, almost a new persona when all that fell short will 
be rectified. It is a time of high hopes and great intentions.  
 
But the death of someone close, far earlier than we might ever have anticipated, clashes painfully with what is 
going on around us. It shakes us into awareness of how precarious our lives and our plans really are. There could 
be many responses to this sudden, unwelcome awareness – denial, listlessness, alienation – but our readings 
today help us find a more creative response, one echoed in Pam’s life. 
 
The Israelites faced this dilemma after the death of Moses. They had weathered the trials and tribulations of the 
Exodus under Moses leadership, and were on the verge of realizing their inheritance, when their leader was taken 
from them. And though Joshua was there to take up the responsibility and remind them of the assurance of God’s 
faithfulness, they must have felt fearful of an uncertain future. 
 
It’s an interesting phrase – “uncertain future” – so common in the flow of words we receive from news and 
entertainment media. Its use as something worthy of note implies that the future would be pretty much as 
expected, were it not for just one particular thing. Which is why Michael Shmith, a columnist in the Sydney 
Morning Herald just before New Year, includes it in his A – Z list of irritating phrases he would like to see banned. 
He reminds us that the future can never be certain, however much we might like to imagine it is. Pam’s illness 
and death starkly underline this for us. 
 
So how can we live with an unpredictable future? We can find a different but enduring certainty if we hear what 
God’s spirit is saying to us in the words addressed to Joshua, son of Nun: 
 

“Be strong and courageous, do not be frightened or dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever 
you go.” 

 
This is a central theme in the story of the people of God told in the Hebrew scriptures – God’s steadfast love for 
humanity, even when we fall short or miss the mark. And, as we have so recently been reminded in our church 
focus at Christmastime, God comes to us not only in the words of the prophets, and the guidance of the law, but 
in human flesh, in a babe come to make a dwelling place with us as Emmanuel, literally God with us. 
It is this same Emmanuel who assures us of his sustaining love in our reading from the Gospel of John: 
“I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be 
thirsty.” 
 
What other certainty could we possibly need? 
 
In our journey of life, a going out from our creator and a returning at the end, we are accompanied and sustained. 
Our sharing of the Eucharist, a little while later in this service, and week by week in the regular pulse of church 
life, is a tangible reminder of our companion God.  
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And we are assured of homecoming: 
 

“And this is the will of him who sent me, that I should lose nothing of all that he has given me, but raise it 
up on the last day. This is indeed the will of my father, that all who see the Son and believe in him may 
have eternal life; and I will raise them up on the last day.” 

 
This is what makes the difference in how we can live our lives – not tentatively, not fearfully, not half-heartedly, 
but intentionally, meaningfully, courageously.  
 
This is how Pam Albany lived her life. She didn’t demand or expect certainty in life, but she did not resign herself 
to its unpredictability nor, heaven forbid, to helplessness! There was a jauntiness and high courage in her 
openness to change and new challenges. She was an explorer, not a sightseer or passenger. She could move 
across the breadth of this continent and make a difference – in the world of the church, advocating for the role of 
women, and the world of public health with achievements in injury prevention, from toddlers to the frail aged, all 
the while caring for and supporting her family and the numerous friends she made on the way. And in this last 
illness, she showed the same courage, with humour, an outrageous sense of fun and joy in the people she was 
with. She has been a gift to us all.  
 
But we know where she is gone, raised up according to our Lord’s assurance to us. One particular image that I 
find helpful, and particularly apt given Pam’s love of sunflowers, comes from a poem by Evangeline Patterson:  

 
and that will be heaven 
and that will be heaven 
at last  the first unclouded 
seeing 
  To stand like the sunflower 
turned full face to the sun drenched 
with light in the still centre 
held while the circling planets 
hum with an utter joy 
  seeing and knowing 
at last  in every particle 
seen and known  and not turning  
away 
 never turning away 
again. 

 
And because we know she is eternally with God, we know she remains with us too – as Madeline Albany so 
clear-sightedly knows about her “Nanna”, Pam is always “playing in our hearts”. 
 
So, how shall we go out and embark on a new year without our friend Pam and piercingly aware of our mortality? 
There is another poem I find helpful. It was quoted by someone who, like Pam, showed great courage in service 
to his people in the face of personal adversity and great uncertainty – King George VI in his Christmas broadcast 
of 1939: 
 

“I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year, ‘Give me a light that I may tread safely into the 
unknown.’ And he replied. Go out into the darkness and put your hand into the hand of God. That shall be 
to you better than light and safer than a known way!” 

 
_____________________________ 


