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Homily for the Burial of the Dead, May 4, 2019 
Norman Richard Austill, 1955–2019 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Lamentations 3:22–26, 31–33; Psalm 23; 1 John 3:1–2; John 10:11–16 

 
In the last winter of the Second World War, a Church 
of England Benedictine monk published what remains 
one of the most influential books on Christian 
worship. His name was Dom Gregory Dix. The book 
was The Shape of the Liturgy.1 That said, it turns out that 
much of Dix’s scholarship has not stood the test of 
time. But its influence was such that it directed the 
next generation of scholars to a better understanding 
of what we know and what we don’t know about the 
origins of the Christian Eucharist. One very important 
thing has stood the test of time: words Dix wrote 
about his faith. 
 
In his final chapter which that he called, “Throughout 
All Ages, World Without End,” he wrote about 
Christian worship, “At the heart of it all is the 
eucharistic action, a thing of an absolute simplicity—
the taking, blessing, breaking and giving of bread and 
the taking, blessing and giving of a cup of wine and 
water, as these were first done with their new meaning 

                            
1 Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy (London: Dacre Press, 1945, reprinted 1978). 
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by a young Jew on the night before He died . . . He 
told His friends to do this henceforward with the new 
meaning ‘for the [remembrance] of Him,’ and they 
have done it always since. Was ever another command 
so obeyed?”2 
 
Rick preferred to receive communion by having the 
minister of the cup dip the wafer bread into the wine. 
When our parish moved to using bread made by 
members of the congregation and New York state red 
wine for communion on Sundays, we always have had 
wafer bread—hosts—available for those who 
preferred them. Almost all of the time, I would get it 
right for Rick. But on Palm Sunday morning, a 
busy/wonderfully crazy morning, it turns out that I 
wasn’t looking at people at the altar rail; I was just 
paying attention to a lot of hands. In the moment 
when I started to give Rick a piece of the whole wheat 
bread, he was smiling and looking at me. He began to 
say, “Host.” I quickly dropped the wheat bread and 
picked up a host. We both smiled as I put the host in 
his hand.  
 

                            
2 Ibid., 743–44. 
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Palm Sunday was a very happy morning for our parish. 
The service begins with ancient chants—originally in 
Latin, but they work really well in English—two 
prayers, and the reading of the story of Jesus’ entry 
into Jerusalem. This year, Luke’s. Handfuls of palms 
are distributed to the congregation so they can be 
given to people while we process from the church 
around the north end of Times Square. This year, not 
long before our main service, a cloudy sky had been 
replaced by bright sunshine. There’s a wonderful 
picture of Rick taken by Daniel Picard in the square in 
the parish hall. It really does capture not just Rick, but 
also the spirit of that day.  
 
The news that he had died did not reach me until 
Monday morning. Later that morning, I would find a 
message had been left for me in the church office by 
his friend Carol Martinez. Rick was at Bellevue, and a 
priest was needed.  
 
“Viaticum” is a term from Latin meaning “provision 
for a journey.”3 It refers to the communion given to a 
person near death. It’s food for the journey to the life 

                            
3 The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 2ed. (New York: Oxford University Press 
1978), s.v. “Viaticum,” 1436. 
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of the world to come. In the first centuries of the 
Christian Era, the Eucharistic bread was often taken 
home so that believers could eat daily what John’s 
Jesus called “the living bread which came down from 
heaven.”4 Rick’s last rites were at this altar on Sunday 
morning and at the table he shared with his friends 
that night. The ministers that night were his friends. 
They followed him to the hospital. They were with 
him when he died. The journey to the life of the world 
to come was complete. 
 
In John’s gospel, at the supper before the Passover, 
Jesus said to the men and women who were with him,5 
“This is my commandment, that you love one another 
as I have loved you . . . No longer do I call you 
servants . . . I have called you friends . . . This I 
command you, to love one another.” Rick loved and 
was loved by his friends.  
 
Finally, a couple of years ago while writing a 
condolence note to a friend whose mother had died, I 
found myself writing that I don’t think those in the 
                            
4 John 6:51. See: Paul F. Bradshaw, “The Eucharistic Sayings of Jesus,” Studia Liturgica 
35 (2005), 1–11. 
5 Raymond E. Brown, Raymond E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple: The 
Life, Loves, and Hates of an Individual Church in New Testament Times (New York: Paulist 
Press, 1979), 183-92. 
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nearer presence of God feel separated from us at all. 
The sense of separation and grief that we carry in this 
life doesn’t exist for those who have entered eternal 
life, where there is no pain or grief, only eternal life, 
world without end. Amen.  
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