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Philippians 1:3 “I thank my God upon every remembrance of you”

That’s why we are here in this chapel today. Just as St Paul thanked God whenever he thought of his Christian friends in Philippi, so we thank God today upon every remembrance of Harry Birrell. We have heard about him, been reminded of him by some who knew him well, and we realise what a lot all who knew Harry have to be thankful for. My own credentials for speaking at this service are much slighter than those who have spoken already, but I am so glad that I met Harry, and have happy memories of that meeting, and I was glad to be able to talk with him about another graduate of Rhodes University and an Oxford rugger blue, Warne Boyce, whom I remember as a contemporary when I was at St Edmund Hall (also incidentally, Stephen Sparrow’s college). I remember meeting Warne at a reunion many, many years after our own ways had had parted and he asked me what I did, and recall his pleasure when he heard that I was ordained. I believe that he and Harry both had that deep interest in each individual person they met – making them feel that they mattered – and that surely is a God – given gift.
As we think of Harry here in his own college, we think of his sporting prowess and his sportsmanship, his gift of friendship, his loyalty, his gift of teaching , the inspiration and example he gave to so many as he helped them to develop whatever gifts they had. And of course we think too of his love for Sylvia and the family.
As we think of all that, and as you think of your own precious memories of Harry, we acknowledge the truth of St James’ words “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above”, or as the harvest hymn puts it. 

“All good gifts around us

Are sent from Heaven above.”

Here was somebody to whom we might apply the words which Shakespeare put into the mouth of Mark Anthony about Brutus –

“The elements 

So mix’d in him that Nature might stand up

And say to all the world “This was a man!”

Yes, we thank God for Harry today, and of course we meet here to do that because he has been taken from us. And we are bound to think about the mysterious gate of death through which we all must pass. And here too, if we take seriously what God has done for us in Jesus Christ we have cause for thanksgiving. We remember the words of the Te Deum “When thou hadst overcome the sharpness of death, thou didst open the kingdom of heaven to all believers.” God, who has revealed Himself to us in the clearest possible way we could understand - in a human life – the poor and the humble, yet perfect, life of Jesus of Nazareth – God has reached out to us in love, and through the offering of the perfect life of Jesus on the cross has done for us what we could not do for ourselves.
So for the Christian, death becomes the gateway to a life more wonderful than we can imagine – forever with the Lord – resting in peace to ride in glory. In John Bunyan’s “Pilgrim’s Progress”, Mr Standfast put it like this: 

“I see myself at the end of my journey; my toilsome days are ended. I am going to see that head which was crowned with thorns, and that face which was spit upon for me.”
We have so much today for which to thank God, so many good and lovely things, with which to fill our minds, as that reading from St Paul’s reading to the Philippians tells us – and that must surely include good and lovely memories of those in whose lives we have seen God-given gifts.

God calls us, as we go on through life, to know him better and better, if we are prepared to trust him – we think of Harry being confirmed in his fifties. And as we put our trust, as St Paul says, in the “God of peace”, then “The peace of God which passeth all understanding shall keep our hearts and minds through Christ Jesus”.
