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Assignment for Criterion A: 

In sure and certain hope? 
 
Question: Examine any area of Christian doctrine in the light of the breadth of understanding 
you have encountered within the Church of England, consider an issue of biblical interpretation 
and pastoral need, and explain your own position as though to someone who is outside the 
church or takes a very different view. 
 
1. Introduction 
 

In these first few months of my curacy, I’ve probably doubled the number of funerals I’ve 
been to in my life so far. The conversations I’ve had with families, the experience of preaching 
at a funeral, and the choices that have had to be made with regard to liturgical texts and readings 
have raised many questions for me in relation to Christian doctrine in this area. In the services 
for the deceased that I have participated in so far, however, one in particular has stood out: a 
service for an unbaptized Jewish woman who practised spiritualism and healing, whose Anglican 
husband wished to have a service in church before a Jewish funeral at a crematorium. 

Given that the Church has traditionally taught that only those who have faith in Christ will 
be saved, one can imagine a situation in which the Church only held funerals for those known 
to have such faith. However, according to Canon B 38 §2: 

It shall be the duty of every minister to bury […] the corpse or ashes of any person 
deceased within his cure or of any parishioners or persons whose names are entered 
on the church electoral roll of his parish whether deceased within his cure or else-
where […]. 

This duty remains even when the deceased has died unbaptized, has died at their own hand 
(being of sound mind), or has been excommunicated and is unrepentant, although in these cases 
the burial service shall not be the usual funeral service, but instead 

such service as may be prescribed or approved by the Ordinary, being a service 
neither contrary to, nor indicative of any departure from, the doctrine of the Church 
of England in any essential matter […]. 

As far as I am aware, no bishop has issued such a service, and so ministers tend to select (and 
perhaps adapt) texts from Common Worship: Pastoral Services themselves. 

In the case of the Jewish woman, the funeral service was not used in its entirety, and the 
service was entitled ‘A service to celebrate the life of [N]’. However, several texts from Common 
Worship: Pastoral Services were used, among them: 

Almighty God, 
you judge us with infinite mercy and justice 
and love everything you have made. 
In your mercy 
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turn the darkness of death into the dawn of new life, 
and the sorrow of parting into the joy of heaven; 
through our Saviour, Jesus Christ.1 

The following commendation prayer was also used: 

Into your hands, Lord, 
our faithful creator and most loving redeemer, 
we commend your child [N], 
for she is yours in death as in life. 
In your great mercy 
fulfil in her the purpose of your love; 
gather her to yourself in gentleness and peace, 
that, rejoicing in the light and refreshment of your presence, 
she may enjoy that rest which you have prepared 
 for your faithful servants; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord.2 

Thus, in this service, in response to the desire of a bereaved husband, we prayed that a non-
Christian might know ‘the joy of heaven’. Was it right to do so? 
 In this essay I will consider the question whether we may hope that non-Christians will be 
saved. If we may, then this calls into question the restrictions on the use of the funeral service. 
 
2. The traditional position 
 
 The Anglican tradition is clear that it is appropriate to hope for a good state after death for 
Christians. The prayer before the collect in the burial service in the Book of Common Prayer de-
clares that ‘the souls of the faithful, after they are delivered from the burden of the flesh, are in 
joy and felicity’. The collect in the same service contains the following: 

O merciful God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who is the resurrection and 
the life; […] We meekly beseech thee, O Father, to raise us from the death of sin 
unto the life of righteousness; that, when we shall depart this life, we may rest in 
him, as our hope is this our brother doth […]. 

The same service, however, begins with a rubric with the same intention as Canon B 38: 

Here it is to be noted, that the Office ensuing is not to be used for any that die un-
baptized, or excommunicate, or have laid violent hands upon themselves. 

The implication of both the canon and the rubric is that the hope expressed at various points in 
the service that the deceased is now ‘in joy and felicity’ is inappropriate if the deceased was un-

																																																								
1 Common Worship: Pastoral Services, pp. 260, 276. 
2 Common Worship: Pastoral Services, p. 375. 
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baptized, had been excommunicated, or had died at their own hand. These three categories of 
people were seen to be outside the Church, and extra Ecclesiam nulla salus.3 
 The biblical passages in support of the position that only Christians will be saved are well 
known (e.g. Mark 16.16; John 3.18; John 14.6; Acts 4.12). John 14.6 is one of the clearest: 

Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father 
except through me.’ 

The passages that state that the ‘righteous’ go to heaven are traditionally interpreted according 
to the doctrine of justification by faith, according to which 

We are accounted righteous before God, only for the merit of our Lord and Saviour 
Jesus Christ by Faith, and not for our own works or deservings: […] we are justified 
by Faith only […].4 

Thus the ‘righteous’ are those who have faith in Jesus Christ. If this is the correct definition of 
‘righteous’, then the number of passages that can be marshalled in support of the traditional 
position is much greater, ranging throughout the Old Testament apocrypha and the New Test-
ament. 
 
3. Alternative interpretations 
 
 In spite of this, faced with pastoral need my church held a service for a non-Christian woman 
which used some of the key texts from the funeral service. Is there biblical or doctrinal support 
for holding out hope after they have died for the salvation of those of our loved ones who are 
not Christians? One way of approaching this question is to consider the possibility of universal 
salvation, but I will not take that approach here. Nor will I consider the situation of Jews in par-
ticular in the light of Nostra aetate and similar documents. Instead I will argue for the possibility 
that some non-Christians will be saved, without considering their particular faith or lack of it. 
 

a) Scripture 
 
 There are several passages that make it clear that God desires the salvation of all (e.g. Ezekiel 
18.23; 1 Timothy 2.4; 2 Peter 3.9). The passage from 2 Peter is as follows: 

The Lord is not slow about his promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient 
with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance. 

Then there are also passages that suggest that faith in Christ is not the decisive factor that other 
passages make it out to be, e.g. Matthew 25.31–46, where those who do good deeds receive 
eternal salvation. Furthermore, 1 Peter 3.19–20, which recounts Christ’s ‘proclamation to the 
spirits in prison’, has often been taken as supportive of a ‘second chance’ after death, at least for 

																																																								
3 ‘Outside the Church there is no salvation’, originally salus extra ecclesiam non est, from Letter LXXII of Cyprian of 
Carthage. 
4 The Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion, Article XI ‘Of the Justification of Man’. 
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those who did not hear the Gospel on earth. As the 1938 report Doctrine in the Church of England 
admits, however, extension of this hope to ‘a general expectation of further opportunities of 
grace for all’ cannot be done by appeal to specific passages of Scripture, but rather ‘as an inference 
from the Christian doctrine of God as a whole’: 

That doctrine requires us to repudiate all conceptions of the Judgment which 
represent God as abandoning the appeal of Love and falling back on the exercise of 
omnipotent sovereignty to punish those who have failed to respond to the invitation 
of the Gospel. God is Love; and He cannot deny Himself.5 

I agree with the 1938 report that this question (like most questions in theology) cannot be settled 
by appeal to specific passages of Scripture, and I do not have space in this essay for a detailed 
study of all the relevant passages. Therefore I move now to consider the doctrinal statements of 
various churches, which summarize such detailed biblical study. 
 

b) Doctrine 
 

Before I consider the Church of England’s position, I will briefly present one Roman Cath-
olic and one Eastern Orthodox witness. In recent years the Roman Catholic Church has 
acknowledged the possibility that those ‘of good will’ may be saved along with Christians. After 
discussing the mystery of human salvation, the 1965 document Gaudium et spes continues: 

All this holds true not only for Christians, but for all men of good will in whose 
hearts grace works in an unseen way. For, since Christ died for all men, and since 
the ultimate vocation of man is in fact one, and divine, we ought to believe that the 
Holy Spirit in a manner known only to God offers to every man the possibility of 
being associated with this paschal mystery.6 

Some Eastern Orthodox also allow for the possibility of salvation outside the Church. Com-
menting on the principle extra Ecclesiam nulla salus, Metropolitan Kallistos Ware writes: 

Does it therefore follow that anyone who is not visibly within the Church is neces-
sarily damned? Of course not; still less does it follow that everyone who is visibly 
within the Church is necessarily saved. […] While there is no division between a 
‘visible’ and ‘invisible Church’, yet there may be members of the Church who are 
not visibly such, but whose membership is known to God alone. If anyone is saved, 
he must in some sense be a member of the Church; in what sense, we cannot always 
say.7 

It seems that both the Roman Catholic Church and some Eastern Orthodox think it proper to 
hope for the salvation of non-Christians. 

																																																								
5 Commission on Christian Doctrine, Doctrine in the Church of England, p. 218. 
6 Gaudium et spes §22. 
7 Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church, pp. 247–248. 
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The Church of England too has for many years considered salvation for non-Christians to 
be possible. The 1971 report Prayer and the Departed points out that every person is ‘made in the 
image and likeness’ of God, and speaks of the capability that may exist in non-Christians to 
accept and respond to God’s love. If such a capability exists, the writers say, ‘it will surely be 
helped by prayer’.8 The form of prayer they commend, however, is very reticent: 

O God of infinite mercy and justice, who hast made man in thine own image, and 
hatest nothing that thou hast made, we rejoice in thy love for all creation and 
commend all men to thee, that in them thy will be done, in and through Jesus Christ 
our Lord.9 

They thus stop short of recommending hope for the non-Christian departed. 
The 1995 report The Mystery of Salvation goes further in envisaging the possibility of the 

salvation of those who are not Christian, giving several reasons. One is the extent of God’s love: 

God’s Love is unconditional, beyond restriction, for all, not only for some. […] Such 
a love is not so restricted that it cannot reach out across religious barriers.10 

Another reason is the universality of God. They quote a previous report: 

[…] the Spirit, though particularly at work within the Christian Church […] by cov-
enant and promise, is also at work outside it, in the lives and characters of people of 
other faiths and of no faith.11 

The report concludes that 

Christian assurance about salvation can go along with a deep hope that others may 
be included in God’s saving purpose both now and finally. We can never say that 
someone is not saved.12 

One can ask, if such hope is appropriate, why is the standard Christian funeral service officially 
denied to those who are unbaptized? A Christian holding the convictions outlined in the above 
quotations could wholeheartedly use the following collect from the funeral service: 

Merciful Father, 
hear our prayers and comfort us; 
renew our trust in your Son, 
whom you raised from the dead; 
strengthen our faith 
that [N and] all who have died in the love of Christ 
will share in his resurrection; 
who lives and reigns with you, 

																																																								
8 Commission on Christian Doctrine, Prayer and the Departed, pp. 53–54. 
9 Commission on Christian Doctrine, Prayer and the Departed, p. 55. 
10 Doctrine Commission, The Mystery of Salvation, p. 172. 
11 Doctrine Commission, We believe in the Holy Spirit, p. 12. 
12 Doctrine Commission, The Mystery of Salvation, pp. 178–179. 
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in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and for ever.13 

 
4. My position 
 

If I were explaining my position to someone holding a very different view, I would need to 
determine the doctrinal positions on which their view was founded. If they believed in a fixed 
number of the elect, or that Christ died only for the elect, I would need to use a different 
approach from the one I have followed in this essay. If I were talking to someone who thought 
that all could be saved as long as they came to faith in Christ before death, however, I could 
summarize my position in the following way. 

God is ‘gracious and full of compassion, slow to anger and full of kindness and truth’ (Psalm 
86.15), and ‘desires everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth’ (1 Timothy 
2.4). Tradition has it that when Christ ‘descended to the dead’ he preached to ‘the spirits in 
prison’ (1 Peter 2.19), giving those who had not heard the Gospel the chance of repentance, 
and many churches have come to believe that a proper doctrine of God’s love prevents us from 
viewing this as a one-off occurrence. In addition, God’s Spirit ‘blows where it chooses’ (John 
3.8), and God’s saving action is not limited to the institutional Church. Those who were found 
righteous out of ‘all the nations’ (i.e. not just Jews or Christians) in the parable of the sheep and 
the goats (Matthew 25.31–46) were surprised to be saved, since they did not knowingly minister 
to Jesus. We must conclude that those of other faiths or none can be in the number of the saved. 
And if they can be in that number, it is surely right to provide them with full Christian burial if 
a member of their family desires it, and if they themselves have not made a different request. 
We may hope for the salvation of non-Christians who have died. 
 
  

																																																								
13 Common Worship: Pastoral Services, pp. 262, 278, 350. 
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