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 The heart of the liturgical calendar is its first half, where it re-enacts the story of 

Jesus. It begins with Advent, the announcement of the Messiah’s coming, and ends with 

Pentecost, the sending of the Holy Spirit. Mennonites have shown little interest in the 

minor feasts and saints days in the second half of the liturgical cycle because they want to 

keep the story of salvation focused on Jesus. I would like to make the case that there are 

celebrations we do – or should – keep which can hold the focus of church life on God’s 

presence in Jesus and the Spirit. 

 

 One such occasion is Eternity Sunday, or, the Sunday of the Dead. It falls on the 

last Lord’s Day of the church year as a memorial for those who have died during the 

preceding twelve months. Like New Year’s Day and Thanksgiving, Eternity Sunday is 

based on universal human experience and not on a uniquely Christian reality. It concerns 

itself with the passage and meaning of time.  

The psalmist sighs,  

 

 The years of our life are three score and ten, 

 or, even by reason of strength, fourscore; 

 their span is but toil and trouble; 

 they are soon gone and we fly away. (Psalm 90:10) 

 

 Other authors of Scripture write more hopefully about the providence of God and 

the opportunity for choice in the midst of history (Joshua 23-24). Ultimately, it is Jesus’ 

resurrection which rescues and hallows time. This belief is the foundation for Eternity 

Sunday as much as it is for Christmas or Lent. 

 

 As more and more new Mennonites join our congregations we enter a relationship 

of mutual teaching and learning. Those who grew up in our church should not be shy in 

sharing with newcomers the cycle of events we have developed to carry the church 

through its annual pilgrimage. At the same time tradition should be open to modification 

from the practices newcomers bring into the church, in this case, concerning the 

remembrance of the dead. 

 

 People who have died live on in our memories. Those who lived well inspire us; 

those who suffered evoke our respect; those who lived badly warn us. In the Eastern 

church memorial days for martyrs are on record since the fourth century. In the Western 

church this practice seems to begin in the eighth century, developing into All Souls Day, 

celebrated on November 2. 

 



 

 At the time of the Reformation the church calendar was purged of most of its 

feast, fast, and saints days to return the focus of worship exclusively to the Trinity. All 

Saints Day and All Souls Day were theologically unacceptable to radical Protestants 

because they rejected a special class of holy people and because All Souls Day focused 

on intercession for the dead. 

 

 The rejection of these days left those churches without an occasion with which to 

remember and give thanks for Christians – and others – who had died. This loss also 

lessened their awareness of the church as the communion of saints, the fellowship of all 

those living and dead who confess Christ. 

 

 Early in the 19
th

 century the Protestant churches in Germany unified their 

commemoration of the dead. They agreed that the last Sunday of the church year was the 

most fitting day for reflecting on death and eternity. This practice was widely adopted by 

Mennonites in Germany and Russia as a way of  broadening their worship life. 

 

 “Eternity Sunday”, as the day has come to be called in our time, filled a gap in 

Protestant pastoral life, addressing death in a theologically consistent way and lifting up 

the church as the communion of the living and the dead. It did not make a distinction 

between ‘saints’ and other Christians; its prayers for the dead were ones of thanks rather 

than intercession; it was held on a Sunday – rather than a weekday like All Saints and All 

Souls – thus bringing the commemoration into the center of worship life. 

 

 In placing the Sunday of the dead at the close of the liturgical calendar the end of 

the year was made into a clear analogy for the end of a person’s life and the end of the 

world. All of this was placed within the context of the return of Christ and the coming of 

the kingdom. Since Eternity Sunday took place immediately before Advent a powerful 

contrast came into play between darkness and light, grief and joy. 

 

 The new Roman Catholic lectionary and the Revised Common Lectionary have 

designated the last Sunday of the church year as the feast of Christ the King. The 

emphasis on Christ as the Sovereign, who will return in victory over death and sin, 

strengthens that element in the traditional Eternity Sunday observance. Yet Eternity 

Sunday has a cluster of related emphases which give it more breadth. The threefold 

Mennonite (and European Protestant) combination of a memorial for all the dead, 

focused on Christ the King, on the last Lord’s Day of the church year, can be a spiritually 

profound occasion. 

 

 Some suitable themes for this occasion are: God as the guardian of time and 

eternity, Christ as judge, Christ as victor, grief and hope, the communion of the living 

and the dead in the body of Christ. 

 

 The following are commonly used Biblical texts: Isaiah 38:9-20 and 65:17-25, 

Ezekiel 34:11-16 and 20-24, Psalm 23, 90, and 126, Matthew 25:1-13 and 31-46, Mark 



13:30-37, John 14:1-6 and 18:33-37, Romans 8:18-25 and 31-39, I Corinthians 15:20-28, 

I Thessalonians 4:13-18 and 5:1-11, II Peter 3:3-13, Revelation 1:4-8, 7:9-17, and 21:1-7. 

 

 Hymns may be chosen from sections on ‘comfort’, ‘sorrow’, ‘death’, ‘eternal 

life’, ‘kingdom’ and ‘salvation’. 

 

 The structure of the service might follow the normal pattern or be created for the 

occasion. The one indispensable element is the memorial for the dead. Their names may 

be read from a list submitted beforehand by worshippers or spoken by them during the 

service (e.g, “I wish to remember…”). This is followed by a prayer of thanks for the 

deceased and for the hope of glory. The solemnity of the occasion can meaningfully  

culminate in the Lord’s Supper. 

 

 It is important to make sure that all members and those in the care of the church 

be memorialized. This is the traditional focus of the day. But the memorial can be 

expanded to include relatives and friends of congregants, public figures, and victims of 

death-dealing powers of our day. We claim the love of God for all who have died and for 

those who grieve their passing. Our hope is in the wideness of God’s mercy. Those who 

did not confess Christ we commend to that mercy yet we can claim assurance of salvation 

only for those who confessed Christ. For some who have died that claim on their behalf 

would violate their own beliefs. 

 

 In the service (and especially in Sunday School) the naming of groups of people 

who have died, e.g., from AIDS or terrorism or other injustices, is appropriate but it 

should not displace the significance of individually named people, remembered a final 

time by those who belong to them.       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


